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Abstract
7+(75,&.67(5,11(//$/$56(1¶6PASSING (1929)
PERFORMING AND MASQUERADING AN AMERICAN IDENTITY
by
Rachael Miller Benavidez
Adviser: Professor Jerry Gafio Watts
7KLVWKHVLVH[DPLQHV1HOOD/DUVHQ¶VQRYHOPassing (1929) and the performative nature of
µSDVVLQJ¶DVZKLWHWKURXJKWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRIWKHDUFKHW\SDOWULFNVWHUP\WK,UHDGWKHQRYHODVD
trickster tale that challenges gender roles and the construct of race in defiance of the dominant
power structure that defines the American identity. I position the character Clare Kendry Bellew
as a trickster figure, who performs an identity to defy race and gender roles. My argument
challenges the general theory that black passing novels are solely tragic, and the perception that
humor is not a pedagogical tool or representation of culture. My analysis focuses on the trickster
as a universal figure, on American opportunism, and on the necessity of performance to attain
upward mobility. A trickster reading of the novel and its protagonist provides a method of
perceiving the irony and absurdity of racial, gender, and socio-economic constructs.   
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Introduction  
7KLVWKHVLVH[DPLQHV1HOOD/DUVHQ¶V+DUOHP5HQDLVVDQFHQRYHO Passing (1929) and the
SHUIRUPDWLYHQDWXUHRIµSDVVLQJ¶DVZKLWHWKURXJKWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRIWKHDUFKHW\SDOWULFNVWHU
figure. I examine the novel as a trickster tale that challenges gender roles and the ambiguous
concept of race in defiance of the dominant power structure that defines the American identity. I
position the character Clare Kendry Bellew as a trickster figure, who performs an identity to
confront a power structure. In addition to a close reading of the novel, my research includes
characteristics of trickster tales and of the trickster trope; historical context of the era, the
practice of passing, and interracial literature; and performativity and its role in identity
formation. My argument challenges the general theory that black passing novels are solely the
WDOHVRIDµWUDJLFPXODWWDV¶DQGWKHGRPLQDQWSHUVSHFWLYHWKDWKXPRULVQRWDQDSSURSULDWH
pedagogical tool or representation of cultural and hermeneutical information. My analysis
focuses on the trickster as a universal figure that challenges an authority through performance,
on the American identification with the opportunism of the literary archetype, and on the
necessity of performance to attain upward mobility. Reading the novel as a trickster tale and its
protagonist Clare as a trickster provides a method of perceiving the irony and absurdity of racial,
gender, and socio-economic constructs.   
Passing is a narrative of the interaction between dual protagonists, childhood
acquaintances Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry Bellew. Its first seFWLRQ³(QFRXQWHU´RSHQVZLWK
DOHWWHUIURP&ODUHWR,UHQHUHJDUGLQJ³WKDWWLPHLQ&KLFDJR´WKDWRFFXUUHGWZR\HDUVSULRUWR
Irene receiving the letter (Larsen 7). Clare states in the letter that she seeks to reconnect with
Irene, who lives in Harlem. However, we learn that Irene has no desire to see Clare again due to
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the rage and humiliation she continues to harbor from that previous interaction. The events are
UHODWHGLQIODVKEDFNE\,UHQHWKHQRYHO¶VWKLUG-person narrator.
The women were childhood acTXDLQWDQFHVRQ&KLFDJR¶V6RXWK6LGHDKLVWRULFDOO\PL[HG
UDFHQHLJKERUKRRG,UHQH¶VIDPLO\LVDWUDGLWLRQDOPLGGOHFODVVRQHZKLOH&ODUH¶VIDPLO\LVD
µEURNHQ¶RQH&ODUH¶VPRWKHULVGHDG:KHQVKHLVDWHHQDJHUKHUPXODWWRIDWKHULV³NLOOHGLQD
silly saloon-ILJKW´ /DUVHQ 6KHLVWKHQWDNHQLQE\KHUZKLWHDXQWVZKRIRUELGKHUIURP
³PHQWLRQLQJ1HJURHV´  /DUVHQ¶VQRYHOEHJLQV\HDUVODWHUZKHQ,UHQHDQG&ODUHPHHWDV
DGXOWVDWWKHH[FOXVLYHURRIWRSUHVWDXUDQWRI&KLFDJR¶V'UD\WRQ+RWHO6HDWHGat different tables,
the women exchange glances. Irene, who is black, is passing as white. She does not immediately
recognize Clare, and is somewhat nervous that this unknown woman staring at her may have
recognized her as a Negro. Should Irene be discovered, it could lead to her ejection from the
restaurant. The mysterious woman who is staring at her approaches her table. It is her childhood
acquaintance, Clare, who is also passing.
7KHWZRRIWKHPJHWUHDFTXDLQWHGRYHUWHD:HOHDUQWKDW,UHQHUDFLDOO\µSDVVHV¶RQ
occasion in public places, while Clare always passes in public and in her private life. Irene
relates the events of her life to Clare, but out of a sense of discretion does not ask about her life.
,UHQHLPSOLHVWKDWIROORZLQJ&ODUH¶VOLIHZLWKKHUIDWKHU¶VZKLWHDXQWVVKHEHFDPHDSURVWLWXWHRU
a kept woman.  ,UHQHKRZHYHULVXQDEOHWRUHVLVWOHDUQLQJPRUHDERXWWKH³KD]DUGRXVEXVLQHVVRI
SDVVLQJ´ Larsen 17). Irene persistently alludes to the financial rationale for passing. However,
&ODUH¶Vreasons for passing are more ambiguous and complex than financial gain alone.
Having vowed to herself after their encounter to never see Clare again, Irene evades
&ODUH¶VLQYLWDWLRQWRWHD+RZHYHU&ODUHSHUVLVWVWHOHSKRQLQJKHUUHSHDWHGO\WKHIROORZLQJGay
³7KHWHOHSKRQH)RUKRXUVLWKDGUXQJOLNHVRPHWKLQJSRVVHVVHG´ /DUVHQ ,UHQHLVDQJHUHG
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that Clare, who has not provided her with her address, doubts her loyalty and discretion in
FRQFHDOLQJKHUSDVVLQJ:LWKD³VHQVHRIIRUHERGLQJ´,UHQHUHOHQWV and attends the tea (22, 23). It
is one of many times that Irene breaks a promise to herself not to see Clare.
7KHLUHQFRXQWHUDWWKH'UD\WRQDQGWKHWHDVFHQHDW&ODUH¶VKRPHVHWWKHWRQHIRUWKH
novel. Gertrude Martin, another childhood acquaintance of the two women, is also present at
&ODUH¶VWHD$V,UHQHLVVHWWROHDYH&ODUH¶VZKLWHKXVEDQG-RKQ%HOOHZHQWHUVWKHURRPDQG
DIIHFWLRQDWHO\UHIHUVWR&ODUHDV³1LJ´ /DUVHQ %HOOHZGRHVQRWNQRZWKDWKLVZLIHDQGKHU
friends are passing as white. He makes numerous racist comments during their meeting. When
,UHQHDQG*HUWUXGHILQDOO\OHDYH&ODUH¶VWKH\ERWKFODLPWRKDYHEHHQVKRFNHGE\-RKQ¶V
comments. Irene is noticeably more angry and humiliated. Once again, Irene vows never to see
Clare again.
In WKHVHFRQGVHFWLRQ³5H-(QFRXQWHU´WKHVWRU\UHWXUQVWRVFHQHRI,UHQHUHDGLQJWKH
OHWWHUIURP&ODUH,WLV+DUOHPWZR\HDUVDIWHUWKHWHDDW&ODUH¶VKRPHLQ&KLFDJR:HEHFRPH
DFTXDLQWHGZLWK,UHQH¶VERXUJHRLVH[LVWHQFHDQGIDPLO\'HVSLWH,UHQH¶VPLVJLYings, Clare reenters her life. Clare phones her, appears at her home unannounced, and invites herself to social
IXQFWLRQV,UHQHLVXQDEOHWRUHVLVW&ODUH¶VFKDUPVDQG&ODUHLQVLQXDWHVKHUVHOILQWR,UHQH¶VHYHU\
space. She socializes with her children, hHUPDLGVDQGHYHQRQRFFDVLRQDFFRPSDQLHV,UHQH¶V
KXVEDQG%ULDQWRVRFLDOHYHQWV,UHQH¶VQHHGIRUVDIHW\DQGVHFXULW\EHFRPHYHU\DSSDUHQWDVVKH
TXHVWLRQV&ODUH¶VODFNRIDQ[LHW\DERXWEHLQJGLVFRYHUHGE\KHUKXVEDQG-RKQ
,Q³)LQDOH´WKHILQDOVHFWion of PassingZHZLWQHVVWKHGHWHULRUDWLRQRI,UHQH¶VPHQWDO
and emotional state, and the end of the passing masquerade for Clare. Irene becomes convinced
that the only way that she can maintain her perceived security brought by her marriage to Brian
is WRUHPRYH&ODUH¶VSUHVHQFHIURPWKHLUOLYHV6KHKDVEHJXQWRVXVSHFWWKDWKHUKXVEDQG%ULDQLV
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having an affair with Clare. A chance encounter between Irene and Felise Freeland, who is
obviously black, and John Bellew serves to set in motion the unravelinJRI&ODUH¶VSDVVLQJ
SHUIRUPDQFH$WDSDUW\DWWKHKRPHRI,UHQH¶VEODFNIULHQGVWKH)UHHODQGV&ODUH¶VKXVEDQG-RKQ
Bellew demands entry and calls Clare on her deception. Clare, perched on a windowsill and
wearing a calm amused look, plunges to her death. She is possibly pushed by Irene, though
/DUVHQ¶VWH[WLVVRPHZKDWDPELJXRXVDVWRKRZH[DFWO\&ODUHGLHV,UHQH¶V thoughts and behavior
display a pronounced guilt. However, emotionally repressed and self-deluded, Irene will not
allow herself to admit that she killed her friend²or the possibility that she might still be alive.
Larsen¶V novel ends with a sense of mystery that is as debatable as the practice of passing.
7KHQRYHOLV³DYLUWXDOHQF\FORSHGLDRQWKHWKHPH´RISDVVLQJDQG³UHIHUVXVout  of the
QRYHO´ 6ROORUVDXWKRUHPSKDVLV ,WSURYLGHVDZLQGRZQRWRQO\LQWRWKHVKDUHG
experiences of the two women, but life in Harlem, particularly bourgeois black social norms of
the Harlem Renaissance era. For example, Irene is a member of the Negro Welfare League
(NWL), an obvious reference to organizations like the Urban League and the NAACP. One of
her duties is to organize the NWL dance, which is attended by blacks and whites alike. An
attendee at the dance is the wealthy white man, Hugh WentworthDFOHDUKRPDJHWR/DUVHQ¶V
friend Carl Van Vechten. We also gain insight into some of the etiquette and risks of passing.
:LWKLWVKLVWRULFDOFRQWH[WDQGFXOWXUDOPRUHVNQRZOHGJHRIWKHHUD¶VKLVWRU\DQGFXVWRPVLV
imperative in understanding the novel.
The  American  Identity,  the  New  Negro,  and  the  Novelist  
Passing is set in 1925 and 1927, in Chicago and New York respectively, during the Harlem
Renaissance and the Jazz Age. At this time in the United States, segregation laws and social
practices, along with immigration laws, created racial and social boundaries that restricted social
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and economic agency. Racial nationalism was defining the country (Gerstle 114). It was an era in
which anti-immigration laws were aimed at non-Nordic immigrants, a sensibility that fueled and
intensified miscegenation laws in the South, including eugenically-based marriage laws that
forbade intermarriage between blacks and whites and between whites and those excluded from
WKHµGHVLUDEOH¶ groups of immigrants (Great Britain, Scandinavia, and Germany) (Gerstle 114).
7KHSHULRGWKDWZHPLJKWQRUPDOO\WKLQNRIDVWKHµHDV\JRLQJ-D]]$JH¶ZDVDFWXDOO\DPRPHQW
in which racial nationalism, championed by Theodore Roosevelt, persisted and would continue
to shape the nation during the 1930s and 1940s, restricting the socio-economic freedoms of those
outside of the male Nordic group (97, 114, 126-127). Ethnic and racial groups outside of the
$PHULFDQµQRUPDWLYH¶LGHQWLW\RIWKH1RUGLFZKLWHPDOHVRXJKWWRSRVLWLRQWKHPVHOYHVZLWKLQWKH
American nationalist identity and common experience (Levering Lewis 120). There was a great
shift in the literary landscape as education enrollment multiplied drastically and literary work
greatly expanded. In this period of American nationalism and modernisP³7KHFXOWXUDO
imagination²most particularly the literary imagination²would be faced with the challenge of
µUHSUHVHQWLQJ¶DQGLQWHUSUHWLQJWKHPHDQLQJVRIWKHVHVRFLDOGHYHORSPHQWVDQGWKHOLYHVSHRSOH
OLYHGDPLGVWWKHP´  
Following World War I, large Northern cities such as Detroit, Chicago, and New York
were destinations for migrating African Americans, who were leaving the Jim Crow South for
work in the North. Prior to 1920, it is estimated that 300,000 or more African Americans
migrated to the NorWKLQZKDWLVUHIHUUHGWRDVWKHµ*UHDW0LJUDWLRQ¶ /HYHULQJ/HZLV 7KH
6RXWK¶Vagricultural economy was devastated by various natural disasters in 1915 and 1917,
ZKLFKFDXVHGWKHPDVVHYDFXDWLRQE\EODFNVDQGSRRUZKLWHV  %ODFNV³SRXUHGLQWR´FLties
like Chicago, Detroit, and New York to work the factories that saw a dwindling immigrant labor
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force and to fill the positions vacated by union strikes (22). Strikebreaking African Americans
were able to turn their exclusion from labor unions to their advantage and gain wages that far
exceeded what they would earn in the South (21-22). Black soldiers, who fought discriminatory
practices to be included in the military, returned home from service at the end of the War in
1918, where the democracy they had been defending was practically non-existent for them. The
8QLWHG6WDWHV:DU'HSDUWPHQW³ZDVGHWHUPLQHGWRGRLWVEHVWWRKLGHWKHPIURPKLVWRU\´DQG
they were met not only inequality but with violence to ensure that the inequality would be
maintained (140).
5DFLDOYLROHQFHZDVZLGHVSUHDGLQWKH8QLWHG6WDWHV,QDORQH³VHYHQW\-eight AfroAmericans had been lynched. Southern newspapers editorialized ghoulishly about the fate
awaiting any Afro-American veteran daring to come home uniformed, bemedalled, and striding
XSPDLQVWUHHWOLNHDZKLWHPDQ´ /HYHULQJ/HZLV %\³O\QFKLQJZDVEHLQJSXUVXHG
ZLWKDUHOLVKWKDWDSSURDFKHGWKDWRIWKHV´  )URP7H[DVWR:DVKLQJWRQ'&&KLFDJR
and throughout the country, race riots flared in what EHFDPHNQRZQDVWKH³5HG6XPPHU´  
While the South had its Jim Crow laws, the urban North, with its labor conflicts, had its own
EUDQGRIUDFLVP'DYLG/HYHULQJ/HZLVQRWHVRIWKH&KLFDJRULRW³7KHUDGLFDOVKRZGRZQWKHUH
was the culmination of a classLFFRQIOLFWEHWZHHQODERUDQGFDSLWDO´  2QHFDQQRW
comprehend the period of the Harlem Renaissance without viewing it in the larger context of the
WUDQVIRUPDWLRQRIWKH$PHULFDQHFRQRP\DQGLWVVKLIWWR³FRUSRUDWHFDSLWDOLVP´ +XWFKLQVRQThe  
Harlem  Renaissance  in  Black  and  White   +RZHYHUJRQHZDVWKH³IHDURIWKHZKLWHPDQ
among demobilized Afro-American soldiers or peasants who had braved the unknowns of
PLJUDWLRQ´ /HYHULQJ/HZLV ³7KHWLPHIRUFULQJLQJ>ZDV@RYHU´DQGZLWKLWWKHµ2OG1HJUR¶
who would accept a second-rate democracy.
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(QWHUWKHµ1HZ1HJUR¶RIWKH+DUOHP5HQDLVVDQFH -35), the black intellectual who
ZRXOGVHUYHWRGHILQHEODFNFXOWXUHDVDQLQWHJUDOSDUWRI$PHULFDQFXOWXUH'HHPHGWKH³1HJUR
FDSLWDORIWKHZRUOG´+DUOHPWKH1HZ1HJUR¶Vµ&LW\RI5HIXJH¶KDGEHFRPHDODUJHO\EODFN
neighborhood by 1905 (Levering Lewis 25). It was home to an arts movement that sought to
portray blacks as they wanted to portray themselves, the arts being the one arena that did not
seek to maintain the inferiority of blacks  $ODLQ/RFNH¶VDQWKRORJ\The  New  
Negro was a compilation of works by essential writers such as Walter White, Rudolph Fisher,
Claude McKay, Jean Toomer, Zora Neale Hurston, James Weldon Johnson, and Langston
Hughes, amongst others. It was an exploration of the intellectual migration from the old to the
new that mirrored the physical migration of African Americans from the South to the North,
from oppression to freedom and equality. It included not only modern works but folktales as well
as essays on music and visual art, historical information on educational institutions, the roles of
women, and the American identity of the Negro. Literature was especially significant to the
development of a black American LGHQWLW\$VREVHUYHGE\+XWFKLQVRQ³7KHOLWHUDU\UHQDLVVDQFH
was in part an attempt to augment the national and cultural field²to accrue what Bourdieu terms
µFXOWXUDOFDSLWDO¶DVone aspect of the struggle for social power and justice. . . . [The Harlem
Renaissance writers] believed that their specific contributions would be essential to the
GHYHORSPHQWRIDPRGHUQµQDWLYH¶$PHULFDQOLWHUDWXUH´ DXWKRUHPSKDVLVThe  Harlem  
Renaissance  in  Black  and  White  12). Harlem was the Mecca for black intellectuals, visual
artists, musicians, and writers.
Harlem Renaissance writer Nella Larsen (1891-1964) was encouraged to write by Walter
White and Carl Van Vechten and ran in, or at least on the margins of, many of the social circles
of what Zora Neale Hurston termed WKH³1LJJHUDWL´ /HYHULQJ/HZLV /LNHKHUFKDUDFWHUVLQ
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Passing, she grew up in Chicago and was an expert at creating a personal myth (Davis 22). Her
mother was of Danish descent, and it is believed that her father may have been West Indian,
though biographers agree that his identity is difficult to fix. She was raised by her mother Mary
Hanson Walker (later Larsen) and stepfather, Peter Larsen (27). It is not known whether Peter
Larsen was actually her stepfather or her actual father Peter Walker who was able to pass as
ZKLWH  /DUVHQ¶VFRPSOH[LRQZDVOLJKWHQRXJKWKDWVKHFRXOGKDYHSDVVHGDVZKLWHDQGGLG
on occasion as an adult. However, she was darker than her parents, and her birth certificate gave
KHUWKHUDFLDOGHVLJQDWLRQRI³FRORUHG´  Following the 1919 Chicago Race Riot and the birth
of her sister Anna, who claimed to be unaware of her existence, Larsen was sent away to school
(42, 47). She was isolated from her family and a family identity. In effect, her relationship to her
family, specifically her mother, and her identity transformations mimicked that of a person who
passes.
Throughout her life, and following the acclaim she received for her first novel Quicksand  
(1928) and for Passing, she would alter her ancestry to suit the occasiRQDQGDXGLHQFH³$WWLPHV
during the 1920s, she fostered a fiction that she was a native of the Virgin Islands or Danish
West Indies not only for whites eager to hear about cultural primitives, but also for blacks
curious to learn about an instant celebriW\´ Davis  ,QKHUQRYHOV/DUVHQDWWDFNV³WKHEODFN
bourgeois and the white elite for the subtle cruelties and intended slights [and] exposes their
hypocrisies. Simultaneously, however, she evidences a longing to be a part of both groups and a
desire to find acceptance within them. Because her anger is partly irrational, Larsen cannot
adequately explain its presence within her women characters; neither can she sufficiently
manipulate their motivations to make sense to a reader. Each of the heroines engages in
destructive behavior, just as Larsen did. Each heroine is also distanced from the culture of black
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$PHULFD´  $OVRVLPLODUWRKHUFKDUDFWHUV/DUVHQH[SHULHQFHGDQDWWUDFWLRQDQGUHSXOVLRQ
toward black people, and was, like many urban intellectual African Americans, somewhat
concerned at the possibility of being associated with the unsophisticated Southern blacks who
migrated from the South (340-1).
$IHHOLQJRIDSDUWQHVVZDVDSUHGRPLQDQWWKHPHLQ/DUVHQ¶VOLIHDQGZRUNDQGWKHPDWLF
for many writers during the Harlem Renaissance. The New Negro arts movement was not
without its own form of elitism and conflicts on the purpose of artistic expression. While Locke
DQG:(%'X%RLVZKRPDLQWDLQHGWKHQRWLRQRIWKHEODFNDULVWRFUDF\RIWKHµ7DOHnted
7HQWK¶YLHZHGDUWDVDJHQWHHOPHDQVRIUDFLDOSURSDJDQGDSRHW/DQJVWRQ+XJKHVVDZWKDWWR
accurately portray African American life and culture, intellectual and common African
Americans must both be portrayed²without fear of pleasing or displeasing whites or blacks
/HYHULQJ/HZLV :ULWHUVKDGWKHFKRLFHWREHSDUWRIWKHµFOXE¶RUEHLQGHSHQGHQW
Inasmuch as Harlem was a location of cultural uplift for African Americans, it also
became a place for spectatorship on the part of sophisticated whites. While there were
³1HJURWDULDQV´DV=RUD1HDOH+XUVWRQFDOOHGWKHPZKLWHVVXFKDV&ODUHQFH'DUURZ6LQFODLU
Lewis, and Carl Van Vechten, who were loyal to the cause, there were also various whites²
cultural voyeurs²ZKRIROORZHGWKH³VWDPSHGHWRWKHH[RWLF´ /HYHULQJ/HZLV Van
9HFKWHQZDVUHJDUGHGE\VRPHDVDIULHQGWRWKHFDXVHDQGE\RWKHUVD³FXOWXUDOYDPSLUHRUDW
WKHYHU\OHDVWDSDWKRORJLFDOYR\HXU´ +XWFKLQVRQ  In  Search  of  Nella  Larsen  194). Harlem was
home to numerous performance spaces such as the Cotton Club, where Duke Ellington
performed, where blacks were not allowed to enter as spectators, only as performers. In other
words, blacks were not permitted to gaze upon themselves in a performance arena. Jazz grew
into one of the coXQWU\¶VPRVWSRSXODUPXVLFIRUPVEXWLWVSXEOLFSHUIRUPDQFHZDVRIWHQ
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restricted to mostly whites. Black culture was again gazed upon by whites, who exoticized,
objectified, racialized, and appropriated it²with or without intention of doing so.
As is the case with effective analysis of most any novel, it is indispensable to read
Passing within its historical context. In reading the novel today, it requires a suspension of a
contemporary perspective and its basis of the totality of racial segregation. Another essential
factor of the novel is the setting of Harlem with its performative characteristics.
The  Trickster  Myth  and  the  Trickster  
The trickster figure is prominent in many non-Christian traditions and is often employed
as a messenger of social inequality. A consummate performer, the trickster lives between the
ZRUOGRIWKHGLYLQHDQGWKHSURIDQHDQGDFWVDVWKHPHVVHQJHURIWKHJRGV *DWHV ³7ULFNVWHULV
a boundary-crosser. Every group has its edge, its sense of in and out, and trickster is always
there, at the gates of the city and the gates of life, making sure that there is commerce. [S]he 1
DOVRDWWHQGVWKHLQWHUQDOERXQGDULHVE\ZKLFKJURXSVDUWLFXODWHWKHLUVRFLDOOLIH´ +\GH )URP
the basest needs of obtaining food, to social behaviors, to the basic human right of dignity, the
trickster is present, challenging distribution laws, social mores, authority, and convention with
irony and humor (13). Her jokes or tricks can be at the expense of the oppressor or of an ally, and
are often at her oZQH[SHQVH  7KHWULFNVWHU³QHHGVDWOHDVWDUHODWLRQVKLSWRRWKHUSRZHUVWR
people and institutions and traditions that can manage the odd double attitude of both insisting
that their boundaries be respected and recognizing that in the long run their liveliness depends on
KDYLQJWKRVHERXQGDULHVUHVSHFWHG´  :KHQWULFNVWHUFURVVHVVRFLDOERXQGDULHVVKHHOXFLGDWHV
their fraudulence.
1

The trickster can be either female or male and is often androgynous. Hyde has noted that most
tricksters are male (8). In my analysis, the trickster is embodied by a woman, Clare Kendry
Bellew, so I will refer to the trickster using feminine pronouns.
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Trickster tales are prevalent in many societies, from Ancient Greece and Egypt, to
African, African American and Native American (pre- and post-colonial), Norse, and Asian, to
name a few. The trickster and her tales are as varied as the societies in which her stories are told.
What they generally have in common is that they are often tragi-comic parables that relate and
often challenge social convention and the resulting consequences should they be challenged.
Should people of any class be permitted to eat the choicest cuts of meats (Hermes)? Is it immoral
to swindle a swindler (Coyote)? What color is a two-sided hat²black or white (Eshu)? The
American folk identity is an amalgamation of various cultures and their stories, and the trickster
HPERGLHVWKHRSSRUWXQLVWLFQDWXUHRIWKH$PHULFDQµSXUVXLWRIKDSSLQHVV 2¶$VQRWHGE\(OOLVRQ
³)RUWKHH[-colonials, the declaration of an American identity meant the assumption of a mask,
and it imposed not only the discipline of national self-consciousness, it gave Americans an ironic
awareness of the joke that always lies between appearance and reality, between the discontinuity
of social tradition and that sense of the past that clings to the mind. And perhaps even an
awareness of the joke that society is man¶s creation, not God¶V´ -54). For Americans, survival
and upward mobility are intrinsically linked. Although the United States declares itself a
GHPRFUDF\µZLWKOLEHUW\DQGMXVWLFHIRUDOO¶WKHVXSSRVHGGHPRFUDF\H[SHULHQFHGE\
disenfranchised blacks was anything but equal. Trickster serves to expose hypocrisy and thereby
affect social change. Trickster, with her pragmatic outlook, is as old as humanity and as
American as apple pie.
Determining whether or not a social norm should be challenged is often left to the reader
to decidePHDQLQJWKDWWULFNVWHUWDOHVUHTXLUHWKDWZHEHFRPHDFWLYHUHDGHUV³7KHDFWLYHUHDGHU
implies the author, imagines narrative voices, inspires characters, and salutes tribal tricksters in a
2

,QWKH'HFODUDWLRQRI,QGHSHQGHQFH³KDSSLQHVV´LVDQDORJRXVWR³SURSHUW\´DVLQ-RKQ/RFNH¶V
QDWXUDOULJKWVRI³OLIHOLEHUW\DQGSURSHUW\´
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comic discourse; an erotic motion under the words absolves the separation between minds and
ERGLHV´ 9L]HQRU ,VWKHWULFNVWHUDQGWKHUHE\WKHUHDGHUFRUUHct to challenge social norm? Is
it worth the probable risk to the trickster? Is she a heroine or a villain? Or perhaps both? Why do
we need for her to be one or the other? Trickster challenges our binary view of the world, our
need to cast everything in black and white.
The  Passing  Masquerade
Passing can have many meanings, including mimicry and death. One can pass as a man or
ZRPDQDVKHWHURVH[XDODVDQRWKHUUDFHRUWRWKHRWKHUVLGHPHDQLQJWRGLH³3DVVLQJDQ
Americanism not listed in the first edition of the Oxford  English  Dictionary, may refer to the
FURVVLQJRIDQ\OLQHWKDWGLYLGHVVRFLDOJURXSV´ 6ROORUV   7KHWHUPµSDVVLQJ¶DVLWLV
commonly used, and in the context of this study, refers to a black person who is consciously
identifying him- RUKHUVHOIDVUDFLDOO\ZKLWH,WVHHPVWRKDYHILUVWDSSHDUHGLQ³QRWLFHV
FRQFHUQLQJUXQDZD\VODYHV´  $QRWDEOHLQVWDQFHRISDVVLQJZDVWKDWRIWKHVODYH(OOHQ
Craft. She not only passed as white, but also passed as a man, as it would have been socially
LQDSSURSULDWHIRUDµZKLWH¶ZRPDQWREHDFFRPSDQLHGE\µKHU¶EODFNPDOHVODYHZKRZDV
actually her husband William (260-261). Another prominent case of situational passing was that
of Harlem Renaissance figure Walter White, who investigated race riots and lynchings for the
NAACP in the 1920s. On a trip to Georgia, White was approached by a black man, who White
EHOLHYHGKDGEHHQVHQWDVDZDUQLQJDQGWROGWKDW³VRPHWKLQJZRXOGKDSSHQ´WRKLPVKRXOGKH
remain in the town overnight (White 3). The townspeople had begun to suspect him as a
³JRYHUQPHQWPDQ´ZKRPLJKWUHYHDOWKHLGHQWLWLHVRIWKHµSURPLQHQW¶FLWL]HQVZKRSDUWLFLSDWHG
in the 1918 lynching of a heavily pregnant black woman (2-3). Should they have had any inkling
of his racial identity, his fate would likely have been violently and fatally sealed. White notes
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with some irony that his ability to pass for white nearly cost him his life during the Chicago Race
5LRWZKHQD³1HJURVKRWDW>KLP@WKLQNLQJ>KLP@WREHDZKLWHPDQ´  3DVVLQJZDVDPeans to
freedom for some slaves, can be a method of spying, and always carries with it the danger that
one might be caught in the act.
3DVVLQJDVZKLWH³ZDVSDUWLFXODUO\DSKHQRPHQRQRIWKHQLQHWHHQWKDQGWKHILUVWKDOI
RIWKHWZHQWLHWKFHQWXU\´WKDt decreased proportionately to the increase of civil rights for blacks
(Sollors 247). The practice of passing unsurprisingly reached a peak as white supremacy reached
its own in the 1920s, a period Thompson notes as the second phase of three significant phases of
black and white violence in which the violence was generally initiated by whites (Tragic  Black  
Buck   2QHRIIHQVHWKDWFRXOGLQVWLJDWHYLROHQFHVXFKDVDO\QFKLQJZDV³DFWLQJOLNHDZKLWH
PDQ´  ,WFRXOGLPSO\SDVVLQJDVZKLWHEXWPRUHOLNHO\ means asserting basic citizenship
rights. Passing was generally a violation of accepted racial etiquette, a threat to the social order
that maintained separate rights and identities for black and white.
7KHSHUIRUPDQFHRISDVVLQJFDQEHYLHZHGDVD³PDVTXHUDGH´EHFDXVHRILWVLOOXVRU\
TXDOLWLHVWKDWUHTXLUHRQHWRFRQFHDORQH¶VLGHQWLW\³PD\EHGHILQHGDVSV\FKRORJLFDOO\DGDSWLYH
EHKDYLRUDQGDSHUIRUPDQFHWKDWUHVSRQGVWR$PHULFD¶VV\VWHPDWLFSURZKLWHDQGDQWLEODFN
ideology (Thompson, Tragic  Black  Buck 5). In essence, passing is a strategy for survival and
HYHQVRFLRHFRQRPLFDGYDQFHPHQWLQWKHIDFHRIUDFLDOKHJHPRQ\´DSUDFWLFHWKDW³HQFRPSDVVHV
ERWKDJJUHVVLRQDQGUHSUHVVLRQ´  %ODFNVZKRSDVVDVZKLWHPD\EHYLHZHGE\RWKHUVDQG
WKHPVHOYHVDV³FRZDUGVUDFHWUDLWRUVRUORVHUV´ 6ROORUV 7KRVHZKRSDVVRQDPRUH
permanent basis often experience a feeling of isolation from all that is familiar, as passing
customarily requires that one cut ties with family and anyone else who may reveal their racial
origins (252). It can be the source of anxiety and conflict, but can also be a source of amusement
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for the person who passes and any co-conspirators since it is a deception aimed at an oppressor
for whom an illusion that appears real.

Passing may even lead an individual who succeeds in it to a feeling of elation
and exultation, an experience of living as a spy who crosses a significant
boundary and sees the world anew from a changed vantage point, heightened by
the double consciousness of his subterfuge. Thus persons who pass may enjoy
WKHLUUROHVDVWULFNVWHUVZKRSOD\DVGRHVWKH>-DPHV:HOGRQ-RKQVRQ¶V@³H[FRORUHGPDQ´D³FDSLWDOMRNH´RQVRFLHW\RUZKRDV/DQJVWRQ+XJKHVSXWVLW
³JHWDNLFNRXWRISXWWLQJVRPHWKLQJRYHURQWKHERVVZKRQHYHUGUHDPVKH¶VJRW
DFRORUHGVHFUHWDU\´3DVVLQJPD\OHDGWRWKHKLJKHULQVLJKWRIULVLQJDERYH
DQGORRNLQJWKURXJKWKH³YHLO´RIWKHFRORUOLQHWRDQH[SHULHQFHRIUHYHODWLRQWR
seeing while not being seen²learning about the freemasonry of whiteness,
surreptitiously joining an enemy camp for a while²like a Trojan horse. The
secretive way in which information was obtained could make passing a vivid
reminder of the absurdity of racial divisions. (Sollors 254)

Passing is a complex process that involYHVHPRWLRQVDVDPELJXRXVDVWKHSDVVHU¶VLGHQWLW\DQG
race. While it is often a means of gaining socio-economic mobility, it can also serve to shift the
gaze from that of outsider to insider and demonstrate contempt for the construct of race.
The performance of passing is often seen as a betrayal of race, a form of validation of the
hierarchical structure created by the dominant white culture, a self-objectification. Passing can
UHSUHVHQW³WKHLQWHUQDOL]DWLRQRIEHOLHIVDQGYDOXHVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKLQJUDLQHd tenets of white
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VXSUHPDF\´DQG³DQDFFHSWDQFHDQGDWWDFKPHQWRIWKHV\PEROLFUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRI>ZKLWHPDOH@
SRZHU´ 7KRPSVRQTragic  Black  Buck 5, 6-7). Thompson describes the ambiguous nature of
passing:

The phenomenon of passing for white is a kind of Faustian paradigm that
represents a profound paradox that both challenges the doctrine of white
VXSUHPDF\ WKHHVVHQWLDOLVPRIZKLWHQHVV DQGUHTXLUHVDGHQLDORIRQH¶V
blackness at the same time that it reaffirms the existing racial hierarchy of white
power and white privilege. Personhood is whiteness, and whiteness means
possibility and privilege. Paradoxically, within racist constructions, whiteness
defines blackness and blackness defines whiteness.
. . . Passing embraces possibilities of advancement and allows movement
away from racial socioeconomic restrictions. Passing fulfills the desire for the
power and possibility of blackness being cast in a predominant white role.
Consequently, passing epitomizes the paradox between the reality of blackness
and the appearance of whiteness; passing  is  the  trick  or  the  joke. Because of the
inherent disadvantages and advantages in this masquerade, this racial subterfuge
has both  tragic  and  comic  dimensions  for  the  black  individual  and  especially  for  
the  dominant  white  society  that  targets  black  people  with  systemic  racial  
intolerance. (3-4 emphasis added)

As with any skillful performance, the performance of passing is a complex one. Attempting to
establish a definitive motivation for passing can be as problematic as the practice of passing
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LWVHOI7KHDVVXPSWLRQRIFDPRXIODJHLQYROYHGLQSDVVLQJFDQMXVWDVHDVLO\EHVHHQDVD³ZDUOLNH
SURFHVV´ /DFDQLQ7KRPSVRQ  Tragic  Black  Buck  $VQRWHGE\6ROORUV³6RFLDOUXOHV>WKDW
SODFHSHRSOHZKRSDVVDVµLPSRVWRUV¶@Kave sometimes sanctioned a moral condemnation of
passing on the grounds that it is a form of deception, hence dishonest. Yet  this  only  works  as  long  
as  it  is  taken  for  granted  that  partial  ancestry  may  have  the  power  to  become  totally  defining. . . .
It runs against the notion that ancestry (after all, an aristocratic concern) should not matter in a
WUXHGHPRFUDWLFVRFLHW\´ emphasis added 249). Color is perceived visually. When the legality of
race as it is visually perceived is interrogated, questioning the validity of the racial construct is a
natural progression for the active reader of a trickster tale.
3DVVLQJLQWKHFRQWH[WRI/DUVHQ¶VQRYHOLVDQDPELJXRXVLQWHUSOD\EHWZHHQWKH
performer-spectator relationship, one that blurs the lines between the twR&ODUH¶VDPELJXLW\LQ
UHJDUGVWRUDFHJHQGHUUROHVDQGVH[XDOLW\UHIOHFWVWKHWULFNVWHU¶VXQZLOOLQJQHVVWREHGHILQHGLQ
black and white terms. What exactly are we gazing upon if Clare appears white? Our need to
label and classify each other is defied by the trickster as she plays with language and plays at
roles. The performance of passing can serve to blur the validity of the racial construct, through
WKHVKLIWLQJRIWKHJD]HIURPDZKLWHWREODFNJD]HWRDEODFNWRZKLWHJD]H3DVVLQJ¶VVKLIWLQJRI
tKHJD]HSURYLGHVDPHDQVWR³LQWHUURJDWHUDFLDOERXQGDULHV´ 7KRPSVRQTragic  Black  Buck 9).
As noted by Vizenor:

Jacques Lacan reasoned that what arises in language returns to language;
ZRUGVDUHDPELJXRXV³7KHZRUGQHYHUKDVRQO\RQHXVH´KHVDLGDWD seminar.
³(YHU\ZRUGDOZD\VKDVDEH\RQGVXVWDLQVVHYHUDOPHDQLQJV%HKLQGZKDW
discourse says, there is what it means. . . and behind what it wants to say there is
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DQRWKHUPHDQLQJDQGWKLVSURFHVVZLOOQHYHUEHH[KDXVWHG´:RUGVWKHQDUH
metaphors and the trickster is a comic holotropeDQLQWHULRUODQGVFDSH³EHKLQG
ZKDWGLVFRXUVHVD\V´7KHWULFNLQVHYHQZRUGVLVWRHOXGHKLVWRULFLVPUDFLDO
representations, and remain historical. The author cedes the landscape to the
reader and then dies, the narrators bear the schemes, bodies are wild, and the
trickster liberates the mind in comic discourse. (Vizenor 12, author emphasis)

Gazed upon by Irene, Clare is at once black and white, at once poor and wealthy. Without the
financial security offered by her marriage to a wealthy white man, she is the poor girl of her
childhood with Irene. If we, through Irene, attempt to gaze upon her as a black woman, we see a
white woman. With our gaze upon her as a passing black woman, we know that she is legally
black.

³*HQHUDOO\VSHDNLQJ´VDLG-DFTXHV/DFDQ³WKHUHODWLRQEHWZHHQWKHJD]HDQG
what one wishes to see involves a lure. The subject is presented as other than he
is, and what one shows him is not what he wishes to see. . . . In any picture, it is
precisely iQVHHNLQJWKHJD]HLQHDFKRILWVSRLQWVWKDW\RXZLOOVHHLWGLVDSSHDU´
The tribal trickster eludes our common gaze, a lure in a comic holotrope; she is
neither blessed nor evil, neither real nor a transformation, but in wild traceries he
wavers on the rim, a warrior on a coin that never lands twice on the same side.
(Vizenor 19, author emphasis)
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There is no question that the idea of race exists in the United States. However, it remains a
construct, a fabrication, one that was created and can therefore be destroyed. The performativity
of passing can serve to reinforce racial constructs and reinforce racial hierarchy, but it also shifts
the gaze of the racial construct. As noted by Harrison-Kahan,

[Passing] also offers the opportunity for spectatorship. African Americans who
passed in(to) the white world were able to gaze upon whites in a reversal of the typical
Harlem Renaissance scenario where whites sought out the spectacle of black life. The
performative culture of the Harlem Renaissance engendered a new conception of the gaze
as simultaneously sexualized and racialized. In using passing and spectatorship to
UHILJXUHIHPDOHVXEMHFWLYLW\DQGUHVLVWVWHUHRW\SLFDOUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ/DUVHQ¶VQRYHOGUDZV
specifically on the cultural themes of its time, which have particular resonance in
contemporary theories of sexual and racial difference (111).

While blacks were already gazing at the white world from the outside, passing provided an
LQVLGHU¶VSRVLWLRQRIVSHFWDWRUVKLSRIZKLFKZKLWHVZHUHXQDZDUH3DVVLQJDV white allowed
blacks to see the white world from µbehind enemy lines.¶
The  Passing  Novel  
The mixed-race or mulatto figure became significant as a Western literary representation in the
QLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\DQG³UHSUHVHQWHGDWHVWLQJRIERXQGDULHV´ 6ROORUV239, 241). However, the
performance of passing as a literary theme is, perhaps much older:
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Passing as a literary theme may go back further than to the uses of the word or
to the early literary adaptation of racial cross-dressing in the United States. One
might say that it developed from the motif of the parvenu and the migrant as it
combined with the age-old one of role-playing of dressing up as as a member of
another group²so well exemplified in Thousand  and  One  Nights²thereby being
able to see things that only the camouflage reveals; but this theme was affected in
very deep and particular ways by racial caste. (Sollors 256)

The appearance of the first character who is passing was likely a minor character in Victor
+XJR¶VQRYHOBug-Jargal (Sollors 2 &KDUOHV&KHVQXWW¶VThe  House  Behind  the  Cedars
(1900) was one of the first passing novels written by a black person that explored migration, a
physical boundary crossing, as a means to pass (258). Thompson notes that the structure of
passing novels arHUHIOHFWLYHRIVODYHQDUUDWLYHV³ERQGDJHIOLJKWDQGIUHHGRP´ Tragic  Black  
Buck 6). Much like slaves who escaped to the anonymity of large cities in the North to gain their
freedom, blacks who passed as white often moved to cities where they would not be recognized
amongst the masses. The knowledge of their black origins represents their bondage, their
migration their flight, and their freedom is achieved through passing as white.
7KHµWUDJLFPXODWWR¶DILJXUHWKDWORRNVZKLWHEXWLVOHJDOO\EODFNLV a recurring theme
among early mixed-UDFHQRYHOV$EROLWLRQLVW/\GLD0DULH&KLOGLV³KRQRUHGDVWKHLQYHQWRURI
WKHµ7UDJLF0XODWWR¶ ´GXHWRKHULiberty  Bell  VKRUWVWRU\³7KH4XDGURRQV´ 6ROORUV 
³7KH4XDGURRQV´HVWDEOLVKHVWKHPL[HG-race woman as a victim of the miscegenation of slavery,
who fits in neither black nor white society. Sollors observes that Sterling A. Brown was probably
WKH³ILUVWWRFDOODWWHQWLRQWRWKHµVWHUHRW\SH¶RIWKHWUDJLFPXODWWRDQGZKRFULWLFDOO\GHILQHGWKH
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concept (2 %URZQ¶VHOHPHQWVRIWKHWUDJLFPXODWWRFRPSOH[LQFOXGHDFKDUDFWHUZKRLV
unrealistic, nonindividualized, and unoriginal; the avoidance of more serious social issues and
absence of representative characters of black culture; a gender differentiation²the mulatto men
ZHUHPRUHWUDJLFWKDQWKHLUGDUNHUEURWKHUVDQGWKHZRPHQZHUH³EHDXWLIXOEXWRIWHQGRRPHG´
DQ³XQGHUO\LQJUDFLDOLVP´WKDWDWWULEXWHVWKHFKDUDFWHU¶VGHVLUDEOHTXDOLWLHVWRKLVRUKHUZKLWHQHVV
and less desirable qualities to his or her blaFNQHVVDQGWKHVWHUHRW\SH¶VH[LVWHQFHLVRZHGWR
racial prejudice (223- %URZQDOVRDVVHUWVWKDW³ZKLWH$PHULFDQUHDGHUVZHUHPRUHOLNHO\WR
HPSOR\WKHVWHUHRW\SH´  2Q%URZQ¶VILQDOSRLQW6ROORUVKRZHYHUQRWHVWKDWWKHWUDJLF
PXODWWR³ZDVDOVo at home in, and perhaps central to, black writing in the United States before
:RUOG:DU,,,WZDVQRWMXVWDZKLWHLGLRV\QFUDV\´  &RQYHUVHO\6ROORUVZDUQVDJDLQVW
XWLOL]LQJWKHWHUP³WUDJLF´LQDFFXUDWHO\  ,WLVDVWHUHRW\SHZKLFKKDVDXWRPatic negative
LPSOLFDWLRQV+HDVVHUWVWKDWWUDJLFPXODWWRWDOHVPLJKWEHPRUHDSWO\QDPHG³:DUULQJ%ORRG
0HORGUDPD´  7KHFKDUDFWHUVZKRVHUDFLDORULJLQVZHUHQRWHDVLO\LGHQWLILHGSUHVHQWHGD
challenge to the social boundaries of the racial construct:

Biracial characters could also be anathema because their representation
(indeed, their very existence) has always challenged, and still challenges, the
notion that there is an obvious and easily definable boundary between black and
white. This is upsetting to a right-ZLQJVHJUHJDWLRQLVW¶VDVLWLVWRDOHIW-wing
UHODWLYLVW¶VQHHGIRUFRQWDLQHGFXOWXUHV²since mixed-race figures have so vividly
illuminated the fact that²if such a boundary exists at all²human beings are
eminently distinguished in being able to traverse it (Sollors 241).
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The tragic mulatto that crossed racial boundaries continued its role as a trope in the
literature of the Harlem Renaissance in the form of passing tales. As previously noted, passing as
white was viewed by whites as a form of aggression against the accepted social dividing line
between the black and white races. Passing tales of the Harlem Renaissance written by black
ZULWHUVUDQJHGIURPWKHµPHORGUDPDWLF¶ DV6ROORUVDVVHUWV DVLQ-HVVLH)DXVHW¶VPlum  Bun  
(1928), to wildl\VDWLULFDODVLQ*HRUJH66FKX\OHU¶VBlack  No  More  (1931). The prevailing
stereotype of the tragic mulatto may cloud our ability to detect the comical aspects of passing
novels and disregards the clever irony of their authors.
Comedy  in  Tragedy
It can be difficult to see the humor in a tragic situation. There is nothing comical about
RSSUHVVLRQ/DXJKLQJDWVRPHRQHHOVH¶VSDLQLVDQH[HUFLVHLQFUXHOW\/DXJKLQJDWRXURZQSDLQ
however, can be a powerful expression of protest because it reduces its power over us and
provides us with relief and the ability to endure hardship. Lawrence Levine notes in his
REVHUYDWLRQVRQEODFNKXPRU³/DXJKWHUZDVDFRPSHQVDWLQJPHFKDQLVPZKLFKHQDEOHGEODFNV
WRFRQIURQWRSSUHVVLRQDQGKDUGVKLS´  ,URQ\DQGVDWLUHGLUected at whites supplied
subjugated blacks with a mastery over their own minds.

Laughter, of course, springs from many sources. Central among them is the
desire to place the situation in which we find ourselves into perspective; to exert
some degree of control over our environment. The need to laugh at our enemies,
our situation, ourselves, is a common one, but it often exists the most urgently in
those who exert the least power over their immediate environment; in those who
have the objective reasons for feelings of hopelessness. . . . No inquiry into the
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consciousness and inner resources of black Americans can ignore the content and
structure of Afro-American humor. (Levine 300)
  
Humor is not simply frivolous diversion. It can also be a form of aggression and destruction, an
unmasking of the absurdity of social constructions²spoken or unspoken²and a subversive
challenge to authority (315-316, 321). The magnificent irony is that the humor of the oppressed
may be completely lost on the oppressor, making it aOOWKHPRUHDPXVLQJ³$VXEVWDQWLDO
percentage of Negro humor, even had it been revealed to whites, would simply not have struck
them as funny. The experiences, the perspective, and the needs of many black Americans so
often diverged from those of the majority of white Americans that their humor with its incisive
commentary upon reality from the vantage point of black consciousness was not easily
FRPSUHKHQVLEOHWRZKLWHV´  &RPHGLFSHUVSHFWLYHFDQSURYLGHFRQVRODWLRQWRWKRVHZKR
require it most. For those for whom is not a necessary consolation, it is at times irreverent and
inappropriate, and, at others, incomprehensible.
Irony and humor can also be an effective psychic shield against dominance. Levine notes
that humor provided a sense of authority and a relief from the hardships inflicted upon blacks.
He asserts that this humor is directly connected to trickster tales modified by slaves from African
IRONORUH³$JRRGGHDORIWZHQWLHWK-century Negro humor, then continued the process familiar to
us from the trickster tales: the outer world was reduced to pygmy proportions; the situation was
dwarfed; and the joke-tellers and their audiences were allowed to set aside, or at least to
PLQLPL]HWKHSDLQDQGGHIHDWLPSRVHGXSRQWKHPE\WKHH[WHUQDOZRUOG´ /evine 343). The
animal tales were the most popular and widely-told tales among slaves. Most Americans are, at
OHDVWIDPLOLDUZLWKWKHWULFNVWHUWDOHRI%¶UHU5DEELW(YHQWXDOO\WKHDQLPDOVEHFDPHKXPDQL]HG
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(103). Whether divine, human, or animal, in African and Afro-$PHULFDQWULFNVWHUWDOHV³WKH
primary trickster figures of animal tales were weak, relatively powerless creatures who attain
WKHLUHQGVWKURXJKWKHDSSOLFDWLRQRIQDWLYHZLWDQGJXLOHUDWKHUWKDQSRZHURUDXWKRULW\´  
The extraordinary subjugation experienced by slaves and by their descendants under white
VXSUHPDF\PDGHWKHLURQLFKXPRURIWKHWULFNVWHUHVVHQWLDOWRVXUYLYDO³%HFDXVHRIWKHLU
overwhelmingly paradigmatic character, animal tales were, of all narratives of social protest or
SV\FKRORJLFDOUHOHDVHDPRQJWKHHDVLHVWWRUHODWHERWKZLWKLQDQGHVSHFLDOO\RXWVLGHWKHJURXS´
(102). There is no humor that can combat the physical reality of oppression. However, it offers a
potent stratagem for mocking an oppressor, a characteristic skill of the trickster that weakens the
SRZHURIWKHRSSUHVVRURQWKHSV\FKH,WDOORZVRQHWRµRWKHU¶WKRVHRIDGRPLQDQWFXOWXUH,I\RX
GRQ¶WJHWWKHMRNHWKHMRNHPD\EHRQ\RX
Just as black humor may be lost on the non-black outsider, problems arise in interpreting
the trickster if the archetype is not present in the culture gazing upon her, as is the case with
dominant Western culture that is heavily influenced by protestantism. A binary perspective that
sees the world in black and white further limits the ability of many Westerners to understand the
WULFNVWHU¶VSXUSRVH<HVVKHVWHDOVDQGSOD\VWULFNVDVZHOODVSURIDQHVZKDWLVKHOGVDFUHG
However, the question is not so much about what the trickster is doing but why she does it.
7ULFNVWHU¶VTXDOities are amoral, but are often distorted by the lens of Christian morality, one that
KDVKLVWRULFDOO\LPSRVHGLWVHOIRQLQGLJHQRXVVRFLHWLHV:HPXVWJXDUGDJDLQVWD³:HVWHUQ
cultural bias against allowing humor to represent serious and important cultural information, and
VHYHUDOKHUPHQHXWLFDO LQWHUSUHWLYH LVVXHV´ +\QHVDQG'RW\ +XPRULVDYDOXDEOHVRFLDO
tool, one in which trickster is an expert. Dominant Western culture may not only fall short of an
accurate interpretation of the trickster, bXWRIWULFNVWHU¶VKXPRUDVZHOO
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In their approaches to the trickster, Western scholars, both in anthropology
and in the history of religions, have tended to impose their own terms on the
trickster narratives instead of attending to the terms set by the narratives
themselves. In this respect the discourse of Western scholarship on the trickster,
as on so many other aspects of [indigenous] culture, has been a discourse of
domination, in two senses of the phrase. First, it is a discourse that analyzes the
conquered civilization in terms of the conquerors, and it is therefore, secondly, a
discourse of conquest, a discourse that continues to express and accept an
ideology sanctioning the domination of one culture over another. In this
discourse, Western conceptions of the sacred and profane, of myth and literature,
and of origin, evolution, and degeneration, are used to frame the trickster
particularly, and [indigenous] culture generally, so that Western civilization can
see the primitivity or degeneracy of the Other-and so justify its own domination
and its own discourse.
In other words, they make of him a hypothetical figure invented to fit a theory
and having little relation to the trickster of the stories. In all these theories, the
trickster is bounced back and forth, stretched and twisted, so as to fit within the
framework staked out by the discourse of domination by means of which the
Western world, scholars included, distorts and suppresses its Other. (Doueihi 208209)
,QWKHPDQQHURI*DWHV¶DQDO\VLVRI%DNWLQ¶V³GRXEOH-YRLFHG´ZRUGWKHWULFNVWHUKDVGLIIHUHQW
meanings in the dominant society (negative) than in the societies in which her tales are prevalent
(useful) (Gates 50). Additionally, John W. Roberts notes the concept of the African American
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folkloric outlaw trickster figure as opposed to the dominant discourse of the Anglo Saxon outlaw
 7KHWULFNVWHU¶VKXPRUDQGWKHPHDQLQJRIKHUWDOHVDUHRIWHQORVWRQWKHUHDGHUZKR
subscribes to dominant discourse, and her heroic qualities are often read as that of a villain.
The semiotic play of defining the gazer and the gazed upon as black or white blurs the
lines that permit us to define race. As the trickster breaks the rules, so does the novel Passing, in
the traditional sense of the tale of a tragLFPXODWWDµ3DVVLQJ¶IURPZKDW²black to white or white
to black? If she appears white, then is she? What does Larsen tell us about the ocular nature of
UDFHLIZHFDQ¶WWHOOZKDWFRORU&ODUHLVXQOHVVVKHWHOOVXV":KDWWKHQGRHVWKDWWHOOXVDERXWWKH
FRQFHSWRIUDFHLQJHQHUDO"³7KHIHDWXUHVFRPPRQO\DVFULEHGWRWKHWULFNVWHU-contradictoriness,
complexity, deceptiveness, trickery²are the features of the language of the story itself. If the
WULFNVWHUEUHDNVDOOWKHUXOHVVRGRHVWKHVWRU\¶VODQJXDJHLt breaks the rules of storytelling in the
YHU\WHOOLQJRIWKHVWRU\´ +\QHV Passing may seem on the surface, by nature of its title
DORQHWREHDVWHUHRW\SLFDOWDOHRIDµWUDJLFPXODWWD¶ZKRSDVVHVDVZKLWH+RZHYHUUHDGLQJWKH
novel as a trickster WDOHSURYLGHVLQVLJKWLQWRWKHSRVVLELOLWLHVDQGLPSRVVLELOLWLHVRIFUHDWLQJRQH¶V
own individual identity²highly-valued in Western society² and the various constructs and
confines of society that apply to non-dominant groups.

When we begin to see the passing figure as an Esu/trickster, we begin also to
realize three things: first that the passing figure always functions to explode
GXDOLWLHVZKHWKHUWKH\EHVHQWLPHQWDO ³JRRG´YV³HYLO´ RUUDFLDO ³ZKLWH´YV
³EODFN VHFRQGWKDWWKHSDVVLQJILJXUHonce imagined, is capable of exploding
these dualities even in spite of the author who creates him/her to reinscribe them;
and finally that the subversive nature of the act of passing itself means that our
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reading of passing characters is always double²we must read them as
fundamentally capitulative to both moralistic and racial dualisms. (Sheehy 408)

In order to analyze the novel in the context of the trickster, it is necessary to understand
what defines a trickster tale. Trickster tales are as diverse as the societies in which they are told,
but do have some general commonalities. I will utilize some of these commonalities as
parameters for analysis of the work, selecting the specific qualities of a trickster myth as outlined
E\+\QHVDQG'RW\³7KH\DUHdeeply satisfying entertainment [and] ritual vents for social
IUXVWUDWLRQV´  ³7KH\UHDIILUPWKHEHOLHIV\VWHP´  ³7ULFNVWHUVDUHSV\FKLFH[SORUHUV
DQGDGYHQWXUHUVDJHQWVRIFUHDWLYLW\ZKRWUDQVFHQGWKHFRQVWULFWLRQVRIPRQRFXOWXUDOLW\´ 
224 ³7ULFNVWHULVKPHWDSOD\GLVVROYHVWKHRUGHURIWKLQJVLQWKHGHSWKRIWKHRSHQ-ended
PHWDSOD\RIOLIH´  $WULFNVWHUWDOHQDWXUDOO\LQFOXGHVDWOHDVWRQHFKDUDFWHUZKRFDQEH
defined as a trickster. A few shared traits of tricksters that I will use to discuss Clare as the
DUFKHW\SHLQFOXGHWKH³IXQGDPHQWDOO\DPELJXRXVDQGDQRPDORXVSHUVRQDOLW\RIWKHWULFNVWHU
Flowing from this are such other features as deceiver/trick-player, shape-shifter, situationinvertor [sic], messenger/imitator of the godsDQGVDFUHGOHZGEULFROHXU´ +\QHV 1RWHWKDW
not every trickster necessarily has all of these characteristics (47).
Passing engages numerous trickster tale and trickster character attributes, in both its
narrative and in its protagonist Clare Kendry %HOOHZ,QFRQWUDVWWRWKHQRYHO¶VRWKHUSURWDJRQLVW
Irene Redfield, Clare is conscious of the irony of the social constructs that subjugate them both,
while Irene denies and often subscribes to them.
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The  Gaze  and  Power  Reversals  
,QWKH³(QFRXQWHU´VHFWLRQRI1HOOD/DUVHQ¶VPassing, the visual interaction between Irene
Redfield and Clare Bellew demonstrates the gaze as a form of power. The text suggests that the
ocular nature of race, like the two-side hat of Eshu in the Yoruba tale that one friend sees as
black and the friend on the other side sees as white (Gates 21-22). Though a construct, race can
EHSRZHUIXOHQRXJKWREHLQWHUQDOL]HGE\WKRVHDJDLQVWZKRPUDFLVPLVGLUHFWHG7KHQRYHO¶V
third person narrator, Irene, projects her views of the financial motivations for passing onto Clare
because security and stability are what is most important to her. Through textual reading of the
character that gazes versus the one who is gazed upon, I am going to look at parallel scenes that
enable the reader to see that Irene and Clare function in multiple facets of the gaze that are
reflective of their level of power.
,QWKHILUVWFKDSWHURI3DUW2QHRIWKHQRYHOHQWLWOHG³(QFRXQWHU´,UHQHUHFHLYHVDOHWWHU
from Clare Kendry Bellew. Clare is a childhood friend who seeks to reconnect with Irene, and
WKURXJKKHUZLWKEODFNFXOWXUH³WKDWOLIHZKLFKORQJDJRDQGRIKHURZQFKRLFHVKHKDGOHIW
EHKLQGKHU´ /DUVHQ 7KHWH[WRIWKHOHWWHUUHIHUVWR³WKDWWLPHLQ&KLFDJR´ZKLFKFDXVHVDQ
intense emotional reactioQIURP,UHQH7KHVHFRQGFKDSWHUEHJLQVZLWK³7KLVLVZKDW,UHQH
5HGILHOGUHPHPEHUHG´FOHDUO\LQGLFDWLQJWKDWWKHSRLQWRIYLHZRIWKHWH[WLVWKDWRI,UHQH  
7KURXJKRXWWKHQRYHOWKHUHLVK\SHUEROLFXVHRI³,UHQHUHPHPEHUHG´ZKLFKVXJJHVWVWKDWWKHUe
may be substantial details that she does not remember. Nearly faint from a sweltering Chicago
August day, Irene seeks refuge in a taxi, the driver of which suggests that she relieve her distress
at the tea room on the rooftop of the exclusive Drayton Hotel. Through the point of view of the
taxi driver, the reader is initially unaware that Irene is a black woman who is temporarily passing
as white (8-9). Had she not been passing, she would not have had access to the restaurant.
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As Irene ascends to the Dra\WRQURRIWRSUHVWDXUDQWVRDVFHQGVKHUVRFLDOVWDWXV³,WZDV
she thought, like being wafted upward on a magic carpet to another world; pleasant, quiet, and
VWUDQJHO\UHPRWHIURPWKHVL]]OLQJRQHVKHKDGOHIWEHORZ´ /DUVHQ )RU,UHQHWKHZRUOGRI
whLWHSULYLOHJHLV³SOHDVDQWTXLHWDQGVWUDQJHO\UHPRWH´DQGOLNHKHDYHQDERYH -9). In
FRQWUDVWWKH³VL]]OLQJ´ZRUOG³EHORZ´ZLWKRXWWKHHFRQRPLFDGYDQWDJHDQGWKHLQGLVSHQVDEOH
white skin color, is like hell from which she must escape (8-9). From Irene¶VYDQWDJHSRLQWRIDQ
H[FOXVLYHKRWHOURRIWRSVKH³VXUYH\HGWKHURRPDERXWKHURUORRNHGRXWRYHUVRPHORZHU
EXLOGLQJV´  /DUVHQ¶VXVHRI³VXUYH\HG´DQG³ORZHUEXLOGLQJV´SURYLGHV,UHQHZLWKDYLVXDO
position of power (8-9). Initially, Irene examines DQGLQVSHFWVKHUHQYLURQPHQWDQGWKRVH³VKH
KDGOHIWEHORZ´ZLWKDGLVVHFWLQJJD]HRIDEX\HURUDSSUDLVHULQGLFDWLQJWKDWVKHEHOLHYHVWKHP
beneath her socially and economically (8). Access to luxury and relief from the heat that
common people below are experiencing is available to her because she is passing as white.
$ORQHDWKHUWDEOHRQWKHURRIKHUJD]HLVGLUHFWHGGRZQZDUG³6KHKDGEHHQJD]LQJ
down for some time at the specks of cars and people creeping about in the streets and thinking
how silly WKH\ORRNHG´ /DUVHQ 7KHSHRSOHRQWKHVWUHHWDUHQRWDEOHWRVHHKHUDVVKH³JD]HV
GRZQ´RQWKHPDQGWKRXJKRQO\DPRPHQWEHIRUHVKHZDVRQHRIWKH³SHRSOHFUHHSLQJDERXW´
VKHWKLQNVDERXW³KRZVLOO\WKH\ORRNHG´  -HQQLIHU'H9HUH%URG\REVHUYHV³,UHQHPLPLFV
middle-class culture which often tries to isolate itself from poverty and perversion by situating
LWVHOIDERYHDQGEH\RQGWKHORZHUFODVV´  /DUVHQ¶VWH[WSURYLGHVDPHWDSKRUIRUWKH
elevation of the economic and social agency available to a person who passes for white through
,UHQH¶VDVFHQVLRQWRWKH'UD\WRQ+RWHO¶VURRIWRSUHVWDXUDQW,UHQH¶VPLGGOHFODVVVWDWXVDOORZVKHU
WRµ2WKHU¶WKHSHRSOHµEHQHDWK¶KHU
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7KHQDUUDWLYHYRLFHVHHQWKURXJK,UHQH¶VRIWHQ³XQVHHLQJ´H\HVSRLQWVWRKer as an
XQUHOLDEOHQDUUDWRU /DUVHQ &DQZHWKHQWUXVW,UHQH¶VSHUVSHFWLYHRI&ODUH"&ODXGLD7DWH
DVVHUWVWKDW,UHQH¶VXQUHOLDELOLW\SURSHOVWKHQRYHO

7KHUHDOLPSHWXVIRUWKHVWRU\LV,UHQH¶VHPRWLRQDOWXUEXOHQFHZKLFKLV
entirely responsible for the course that the story takes and ultimately accountable
for narrative ambiguity. The problem of interpreting Passing can, therefore, be
VLPSOLILHGE\GHILQLQJ,UHQH¶VUROHLQWKHVWRU\DQGGHWHUPLQLQJWKHH[WHQWWR
which she is reliable as the sole reporter and interpreter of events. We must
determine whether she accurately portrays Clare, or whether her portrait is subject
to, and in fact affected by, her own growing jealousy and insecurity. (Tate 143)

The ambiguity of the narrative makes the novel more entertaining and forces us to be active
UHDGHUVLQRUGHUWRGHWHUPLQHZKDWLVRFFXUULQJEHQHDWKWKHVXUIDFHRI,UHQH¶VSHUFHSWLRQ
Passing as a white woman, Irene reverses the relationship of the gaze as her eyes turn
from the people below to those in the rooftop restaurant. As noted by Harrison-.DKDQ³,UHQHKDV
come to this whites-only space not only to gaze upon others, but specifically upon white others.
Irene exercises her subjectivity in becoming a spectator. Riveted by both a desire for and an
idHQWLILFDWLRQZLWKZKLWHQHVVKHUJD]HILQDOO\UHVWVRQZKDWVKHWDNHVWREHDZKLWHZRPDQ´
 $VDµZKLWHZRPDQ¶KHUJD]HWDNHVRQDFXOWXUDODXWKRULW\QRWDYDLODEOHWRPRVWEODFN
spectators. After Clare arrives, Irene momentarily maintains her visual power as her gaze shifts
WR&ODUHDQG&ODUH¶VGLVDGYDQWDJHLVIXUWKHUHPSKDVL]HGE\KHUEHLQJORRNHGGRZQXSRQE\KHU
PDOHFRPSDQLRQZKRUHPDLQVVWDQGLQJWKRXJKVKHLVVHDWHG /DUVHQ ,UHQHDVVHVVHV&ODUH¶V
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FORWKLQJ³1LFHFORWKHVWRRMXVWULJKWIRU the weather, thin and cool without being mussy, as
VXPPHUWKLQJVZHUHDSWWREH´ -10). She continues to watch her, noting her interaction with a
ZDLWHUKHUEHDXW\DQGIHDWXUHVXQWLOVKHEHFRPHV³FRQVFLRXVWKDWVKHKDGEHHQVWDULQJDQG
quickly looked aZD\´ - +DYLQJVXEVFULEHGWR³ERXUJHRLVPRUDOLW\´,UHQHSD\V³REVHVVLYH
DWWHQWLRQWRVHHPLQJO\PLQXVFXOHGLVWLQFWLRQVRIFDVWHDQGFODVV´ %ODFNPHU &ODUH¶VJD]H
EHLQJWXUQHGRQ,UHQHZKRVHH\HVWKHQEHFRPH³XQVHHLQJ´VLJQDOVDVKLIWLQSRZHUWhat
SULYLOHJHV&ODUH³E\VRPHVL[WKVHQVHVKHZDVDFXWHO\DZDUHWKDWVRPHRQHZDVZDWFKLQJKHU´
(Larsen 10). Her weapon of vision now unavailable, Irene relies on another sense to become
DZDUHWKDWVKHLVEHLQJZDWFKHG,UHQHDWWHPSWV³WRWUHDWWKHZRPDQDnd her watching with
LQGLIIHUHQFH´  +RZHYHU&ODUH¶VµZDWFKLQJ¶LVWRRSRZHUIXOIRUKHUWRLJQRUHEHFDXVH,UHQH
who is passing, is being looked at by a white woman, or at least so she believes.
&ODUHDWZKRP,UHQH³VWROHDQRWKHUJODQFH´KDVUHGXFHG,UHQH¶VSRZHUOHYHOWRWKDWRID
FULPLQDOZKRµVWHDOV¶DYDOXDEOHFRPPRGLW\IURPDQRWKHUSUHVXPDEO\LQQRFHQWLQGLYLGXDO
/DUVHQ /DUVHQ¶VSKUDVLQJDOOXGHVWRWKHFULPLQDOQDWXUHRISDVVLQJDVZKLWH 7KRPSVRQ
Tragic  Black  Buck 5). The reader is stilOXQDZDUHRI,UHQH¶VUDFH6XGGHQO\,UHQH¶V³H\HV
IODVKHG´LQLQGLJQDWLRQDWWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDWWKHZRPDQ²Clare²might have guessed that Irene
LVD³1HJUR´ /DUVHQ ,UHQH¶VDQ[LHW\LQWKLVSDVVDJHDERXWWKHSRVVLEOHGLVFRYHU\RIKHUUDFH
is the first mention in the novel of her race. Irene is passing as white. It is the possibility of the
embarrassment of being thrown out of the restaurant that motivates her anxiety, not loyalty to
UDFH /DUVHQ 1RVXFKDQ[LHW\LVDSSDUHQWLQ&ODUH¶VEHKDYLRU
ThHUHDGHUYLHZVWKHZRUOGWKURXJK,UHQH¶VH\HV6KHLVERWKSHUIRUPHUDQGVSHFWDWRU
However, as the gaze shifts from her to Clare, she becomes the spectator and Clare the
performer. Here, we see the ever changing performer-spectator relationship of the theater of all
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VRFLDOLQWHUDFWLRQ³7KHVSHFWDWRURIWKHPRPHQWZLOOEHDSHUIRUPHUWKHQH[W7KHJD]HGLUHFWHG
DWWKH2WKHULVUHWXUQHGE\WKHRWKHU7KHUHDUHQRVWDEOHSRVLWLRQVQRQRQUHWXUQDEOHJD]HV´
(Fischer-/LFKWH ,UHQHWKHQGHVFULEHVWKH³ULGLFulous means, finger-nails. palms of hands,
VKDSHVRIHDUVWHHWKDQGRWKHUHTXDOO\VLOO\URW´E\ZKLFKZKLWHSHRSOHDUHDEOHWRYLVXDOO\
LGHQWLI\SHRSOHDV³1HJUR´ /DUVHQ )LQJHUQDLOVKDGORQJEHHQEHOLHYHGWREHDQLQGLFDWRURI
blackness for whites (blue half-PRRQVYHUWLFDOOLQHVHWF  6ROORUV ,Q/\GLD0DULH&KLOG¶V
³7KH4XDGURRQV´LWLVWKHFKDUDFWHU;DULID¶VH\HVWKDWLQGLFDWHKHUEODFNQHVV -204). Irene,
ZKREHOLHYHVWKHPHDQVRIGHWHUPLQLQJUDFHDUH³ULGLFXORXV´ZLOOODWHULGHQWLI\&ODUH¶VH\HVDV
³1HJURH\HV´LQGLFDWLQJWKDWVKHVXEVFULEHVWRWKHµULGLFXORXV¶YLHZVDVZHOO /DUVHQ
%ODFNPHU $GGLWLRQDOO\³7KHLPDJHRI&ODUH¶VH\HVSURYLGHVDPHWDSKRUIRURXUUHDGLQJRI
µUDFH¶LQWKHQRYHODQRSWLFDOLOOXVLRQLWHQDEOHs two contradictory meanings, depending on
ZKHWKHUZHUHDGZKLWHQHVVRUEODFNQHVVDVQHJDWLYHVSDFH´ +DUULVRQ-Kahan 117). When reading
the novel, what color are we seeing through the sensibilities of the characters²the color
perceived by the eyes or by thHODZ"³,UHQHDQG&ODUHQHYHUµDUH¶EODFNRUZKLWHDQGWKHLUGHVLUH
cannot be defined solely in terms of heterosexuality or homoeroticism. Instead, they are
constantly negotiating multiple positions. Their identity is a continual, rather than finished,
process. Instead of passing as white or as straight, they pass between binary positions. In using
twin protagonists, one who chooses to live her life as black and the other as white, the novel
appears to be a testament to the duality of black identity, the DX%RLVLDQµGRXEOH-FRQVFLRXVQHVV¶ ´
(118). Here, we see the duality of passing and race, along with its trickster-like characteristics.
7KHFKDUDFWHUV¶LQWHUDFWLRQDOVRV\PEROL]HVWKHWUDJLFRPLFQDWXUHRIWKHSHUIRUPDQFHRI
passing²Irene believes herself to be scrutinized as a commodity. Irene is again uneasy that she
LVEHLQJYLHZHGDVDQREMHFW'HVSLWH,UHQH¶VDQ[LHW\DERXWWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDWVKHZLOOEHDVNHG
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to leave the Drayton rooftop because of her race and her awakened visual defenses, she too
acceSWVWKHRFXODUQDWXUHRIUDFH$VWKHZRPDQDSSURDFKHVKHU,UHQH¶VLQLWLDODODUPLVVRRQ
replaced by recognition²the woman who has been staring at her and who she initially did not
recognize, is Clare Kendry Bellew, with whom she was acquainted in childhood. Clare, it turns
RXWLVDOVRSDVVLQJ /DUVHQ ,UHQH¶VQRWUHFRJQL]LQJ&ODUHLVIXUWKHUGHPRQVWUDWLYHRIKHUODFN
RIYLVXDOSRZHU7ULFNVWHU&ODUH¶VVKDSHVKLIWLQJSHUIRUPDQFHLVFRQYLQFLQJHQRXJKWR
paradoxically fool someone she knows:  ³,UHQHVWXGLed the lovely creature beside her for some
clue to her identity. Who could she be? Where and when had they met? And through her
perplexity there came the thought that the trick which her memory had played on her was for
some reason more gratifying than disDSSRLQWLQJWRKHUROGDFTXDLQWDQFHWKDWVKHGLGQ¶WPLQGQRW
EHLQJUHFRJQL]HG´  ³3DVVLQJHSLWRPL]HVWKHSDUDGR[EHWZHHQWKHUHDOLW\RIEODFNQHVVDQGWKH
DSSHDUDQFHRIZKLWHQHVVSDVVLQJLVWKHWULFNRUWKHMRNH´ 7KRPSVRQTragic  Black  Buck 3-4).
ClarH¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLVV\PEROLFRIWKHWKHDWHURISDVVLQJDQGVRFLDOSHUIRUPDQFH7KHWULFNVWHU
narrative calls attention to their illusory qualities.
Clare is able to achieve the appearance of a white identity so well that her childhood
friend initially does not recognize her. Reading this entertaining, yet uncomfortable scene as part
of a trickster tale, we see the ironic hilarity of the situation and Irene experiencing one of the
common hazards of passing²fear of discovery. Confronting the legal definition of race, the
trickster narrative deconstructs the accepted social construct while simultaneously reaffirming it.
The relationship of performer-spectator is an unstable one, one in which the power structure is
constantly redefined. The spectator, who gazes upon the performer objectifies and others her.
However, the response of the spectator also turns her into a player who is gazed upon by the
SHUIRUPHU7KHPHWDSOD\RIOLIHGLVVROYHVWKHSRZHUVWUXFWXUHRIWKHZRPHQ¶VJD]HVXSRQHDFK

Miller Benavidez 33

other as power is inverted and transposed. In other words, by examining power as a performance
relationship and its metatheater, trickster points to it as a fiction that is perceived as reality.
7KH7ULFNVWHU&ODUH¶Vµ+DYLQJ:D\¶
In modern American society, the pursuit of happiness necessitates socio-economic
agency, but how can one attain that agency when one faces restrictions such as race, gender, or
social position? Trickster questions that position and the appropriation of survival mechanisms.
She may appear to reaffirm that belief system with a tongue-in-cheek irony. Hermes questioned
the apportioning of sacrifice to the gods, to which he was not a beneficiary because of his
uncertain status as a god, as did Prometheus, who wanted to save some of the meat for humans
(Hyde 33, 35, 321-22). The distribution of food to the gods paralleled the distribution of food to
humans in ancient Greece: those of high economic status such as priests received the choice cuts
of meat sacrificed to the gods, while those of low economic status received the less desirable
cuts, such as the intestines (35-36). Hermes is eventually brought before Zeus for his crime,
though he is forgiven due to the sound of his lyre, and Prometheus brings painful death upon the
mortal world. Additionally, in a later story, having stolen fire from the gods, Prometheus gives it
to humanity but pays the price by having his liver eaten by an eagle each day, only to have it
grow back overnight and have the process repeat itself. He is eventually freed by Hercules, but
he endures great suffering for many years. Was the trick of Prometheus, which gave survival
tools to humanity, worth the price he paid, that humanity pays in the form of painful death?
Clare Kendry Bellew is a trickster performer who masquerades as white. I argue that
ZKLOH,UHQH¶VWHOOLQJRIWKHVWRU\GHPRQVWUDWHVWKHSULPDU\UHDVRQIRUWKHWULFNVWHUSHUIRUPDQFHRI
passing as white is socio-HFRQRPLFDJHQF\LWLV&ODUH¶VFKLOGKRRGFRPPDQGSHUIRUPDQFHE\KHU
aunts that is her greatest and most compelling motivation to pass permanently. Through direct
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discourse, Clare conveys her tale directly, which has heretofore been related through indirect
GLVFRXUVHRI,UHQH¶VPHPRULHV'LUHFWGLVFRXUVHIURP&ODUHSURYLGHVDGHHSHUDQGPRUH
disturbing reason for the performance of passing: the desire to obtain the human rights denied by
her raceKHU³SHUVRQKRRG´DVREVHUYHGE\7KRPSVRQ Tragic Black Buck 3). Though there is
persistent use of financial terminology to rationalize the performance of passing as white, the
trickster within the narrative voice encourages the reader to go beyond the surface and the
obvious material reasons for passing. It challenges a society in which one can be deprived of her
social dignity and human rights based on race, gender, or class. Why should Clare be denied her
right to pursue happiness because she happens by law to be black or because she is a woman?
Should she accept her oppression without any form of protest?
Irene, though she has the desire to escape from Clare and their chance encounter on the
'UD\WRQ+RWHOURRIWHDURRPLVURRWHGWRKHUFKDLUE\KHUFXULRVLW\DERXW³WKLVKD]DUGRXV
EXVLQHVVRIµSDVVLQJ¶ ´ /DUVHQ /DUVHQ¶VGLFWLRQLQGHVFULELQJRISDVVLQJDVD³KD]DUGRXV
EXVLQHVV´SRLQWVDJDLQWRHFRQRPLFDJHQF\DVWKHPRVWFRPmonly perceived reason for passing
 )RU,UHQH&ODUH¶V³KDYLQJZD\´LVKHUVROHPRWLYDWLRQ  $V&ODUHUHFRXQWVZKDW
transpired while in the care of her white aunts following the death of her father, her reasons for
permanently passing that extend beyond material gain become apparent. Passing permanently as
DQDGXOWLVDSUDFWLFHLQLWLDOO\FUHDWHGIRU&ODUHE\KHUDXQWVZKRZHUH³SRRUDVFKXUFKPLFH´
the phrasing of which provides insight into WKHDXQWV¶UHOLJLRXVUHDVRQLQJEHKLQG&ODUH¶Vracial
inferiority (Larsen 18, 19). Because of her race, while living with the aunts, she is viewed as a
FRPPRGLW\DQGLV³H[SHFWHGWRHDUQ>KHU@NHHSE\GRLQJDOOWKHKRXVHZRUN´  ³+DUGODERXU
ZDVJRRGIRUPH,KDG1HJUREORRG´  $FFRUGLQJWR&ODUH¶VDXnts, hard labor should be left
WRWKH³VRQVDQGGDXJKWHUVRI+DP´DUHIHUHQFHWRWKHELEOLFDOWH[W The  New  American  Bible,  
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Revised  Edition, Genesis 9.20- LQZKLFK1RDKFXUVHVKLVVRQ+DP¶VVRQ&DQDDQ7KHFXUVHRI
+DPLV³WKHUHOLJLRXVSDUDGLJPWKDWKHUZKLWHDXQWVXVHWRNHHS&ODUH¶VµEODFNEORRG¶DQGµEODFN
ERG\¶LQFKHFNNHHSLQJKHULQKHULQIHULRUSODFH¶´ 7KRPSVRQ³0DNLQ¶$:D\´ 
&ODUHLVKHUDXQWV¶GRPHVWLFVHUYDQWDMREFRPPRQO\KHOGE\EODFNZRPHQLQWKHHUDLQ
which the novel takes place. Ham, however, was not cursed into servitude by God but by his
father, a mere human being who stated the curse upon awakening and was likely still intoxicated.
$VDUHVXOWRI1RDK¶VFXUVH+DP¶VVNLQWXUQVEODFNDVGRHVWKDWRIKLVRIIVSULQJ7KHQDUUDWive
HQFDSVXODWHVWKHVKLIWIURPZKLWH¶VWKHRORJLFDOUHIHUHQFHVWRUDFHLGHQWLW\WRWKHVFLHQWLILF
racialism and subsequently law (Sollors 111-112, 168). Sollors refers to the latter in Chapter 4 as
³7KH&DOFXOXVRI&RORU´LQNeither  Black  Nor  White  Yet  Both, in reference to a complex and
absurd nineteenth-century mathematical equation that can be performed to determine the amount
RIEODFNEORRGDSHUVRQSRVVHVVHVDQGWKHUHIRUHWKHSHUVRQ¶VµFRORU¶ 6ROORUV-112).
Appearance becomes irrelevant, and instead, law and blood are significant. At home with her
aunts, Clare is black regardless of appearances. She is black by law.
&ODUH¶VGHILDQFHRIYLHZLQJKHUVHOIDVD³GDXJKWHURI+DP´EHFRPHVDSSDUHQWDVVKH
relates the tale of how her aunts devalued her because of her blackness (Larsen 19). However,
the concept of race seems inane to the trickster:

To Clare, whiteness in itself is really rather banal. Having lived with whites
on intimate terms, she has a less mythic view of them and of her relations with
them than does Irene. One corollary of that different structure of feeling is a
UHODWLYHQRQFKDODQFH QRWXQOLNH/DUVHQ¶VRZQ DERXWWKHUDFLDOEDUULHUWKDWPRVW
Americans religiously sustain. Clare is irritating in large part because she does not
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have the proper feelings about racial difference; she flouts the protocols of race.
(Hutchinson, In  Search  of  Nella  Larsen 300-301).

6KHLVIRUELGGHQE\WKHDXQWVWR³PHQWLRQ1HJURHVWRWKHQHLJKERUV´DVLIDQ\UHIHUHQFHWRWKH
race would somehow tarnish them and Clare (19). Hence, her performance as a white person
EHJLQVDWDQHDUO\DJHDVVKHLVVRFLDOL]HGDVZKLWH$VQRWHGE\7KRPSVRQWKHDXQWV³EHFRPH
WKHµEULGJH¶LQWKHSURFHVVRI&ODUHDVVXPLQJDSHUPDQHQWZKLWHLGHQWLW\´LQKHUUHLQYHQWLRQRI
KHUVHOI ³0DNLQ¶D:D\´ :KLOHWKH\SULYDWHO\UHPLQGKHURIKHUEODFNQHVVWKH\SXEOLFO\
FRUURERUDWHKHUZKLWHQHVV  7KHDXQWVDUHDVKDPHGRIKHUDQGKHUIDWKHUZKR³VRLOHG²no
ruined, they called it²D1HJURJLUO7KH\FRXOGH[FXVHWKHUXLQEXWWKH\FRXOGQ¶WIRrgive the tarEUXVK´ /DUVHQ &ODUH¶VVWDWHPHQWLPSOLHVWKDWZKLWHVRFLHW\DFFHSWVWKHUDSHRIEODFNZRPHQ
EXWZLOOQRWDFFHSWDQ\UHVXOWLQJRIIVSULQJDVWKHIDWKHU¶VUHVSRQVLELOLW\²not because they are the
product of rape, but because they are µtainted¶ by black blood. Clare becomes practiced at
passing; she is black inside the house and white outside, which functions as an appropriate model
IRUSDVVLQJLQJHQHUDO+HUUROHSOD\LQJSURYLGHVKHUZLWKDQLPSUHVVLYHDELOLW\WR³XWLOL]HWKH
mask to great eIIHFW´DQGZLWKDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHPHWDSOD\RIUDFLDOSHUIRUPDQFH %ODFNPHU
256). Though Clare eventually severs contact with her aunts, as is characteristic of many who
pass, it is not Clare who cuts off her blackness²her blackness is cut off from her when she is
forced to pass by her aunts. As noted by W.E.B. Du Bois in his review of Passing, Clare is
³NLFNHGWRWKHZKLWHZRUOG´ +XWFKLQVRQIn  Search  of  Nella  Larsen  &ODUH¶VMRNHKRZHYHU
LVRQWKHDXQWVDVVKHWHOOV,UHQH³,¶OOEHWWKH\ZHUHJRRGDQGVRUU\DIWHUZDUGV´ /DUVHQ 
Clare reveals that continuing to pass is a secret form of retaliation against their maltreatment of
her. She fights racial oppression in the seemingly regressive way of passing, one that may appear
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to reinforce the racial construct. Her revenge on the aunts is symbolic of a broader revenge on
white oppression in general as her upward mobility, and therefore happiness, has exceeded
theirs.
The trickster Clare rebels against the demoralization to which she is subjected by her
aunts. Here, her awareness of the need for performance as a white person as a means to achieve
not only financial security but her µSHUVRQKRRG¶ LVDSSDUHQW³,ZDVGHWHUPLQHGWRJHWDZD\to  be  
a  person and not a charity or a problem, or even a dDXJKWHURIWKHLQGLVFUHHW+DP´ /DUVHQ
emphasis added). Clare has no solid foundation in racial or class identity, which allows her a
unique trickster perspective. Tricksters do not contemplate right or wrong because they are
amoral, beyond and between the binary (Hyde 10). As noted by Hutchinson:

Clare grows up betwixt and between²on the lines dividing black and white,
as well as the middle and lower classes. This position has helped her to develop
an extraordinary awareness of the hypocrisy around her (an awareness she has to
PXIIOHLQRUGHUWRJHWE\ DIXUWLYHLQVLJKWLQWRRWKHUSHRSOH¶VWKRXJKWVDQG
actions, and a lack of allegiance to the kind of collective wisdom that cements
group identities. As a result, Clare is essentially amoral, apolitical, and
mysterious, lacking reference to the world around her.  (In  Search  of  Nella  Larsen
296)

&ODUH¶VFKLOGKRRGSHUVSHFWLYHRQ,UHQHIXUWKHUGHPRQVWUDWHVERWKKHUVKDOORZDQGGHHSHUPRWLYHV
IRUSDVVLQJ³<RXKDGDOOWKHWKLQJV,ZDQWHGDQGQHYHUKDGKDGIt made me all the more
GHWHUPLQHGWRJHWWKHPDQGRWKHUV'R\RXFDQ\RXXQGHUVWDQGZKDW,IHOW"´ Larsen  ³&ODUH
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ODFNVWKHFODVVSHGLJUHHWKDW,UHQHSRVVHVVHVZKHWKHURUQRWVKHSDVVHVIRUZKLWH´ 7KRPSVRQ
³0DNLQ¶$:D\´ +HUH/DUVHQLVFULWLFal of the exclusivity of black bourgeois society.
As a child, Irene and her middle class family with concerned parents represented the
achievement of the American Dream for Clare, standing in stark contrast to her own father, as
she indicates by her descriSWLRQRI,UHQH¶VIDWKHUDVD³GHDUVZHHWPDQ´ /DUVHQ 7KDWVKH
ZDQWVWRVXUSDVV,UHQH¶VILQDQFLDODQGHPRWLRQDOVHFXULW\LVVXJJHVWHGE\³DQGRWKHUV´  &ODUH
VHHNVDFRPPXQLW\WKDWHPEUDFHVKHUDIDPLO\³6RPHKRZJRRGDVDOORI\RXWKHZKROH family,
KDGDOZD\VEHHQWRWKHSRRUIRUORUQFKLOGWKDWZDVPH´  $QRWKHUPRWLYDWLRQIRU&ODUH¶V
SDVVLQJWKHQLV³KHUGHVLUHIRU,UHQH¶VDSSUHFLDWLRQIRUDSSURYDOIURPKHUEODFNERXUJHRLV
QHLJKERUV´ 'H9HUH%URG\ ,WLVDOVRLURQLFWKDWWKURXgh the assumption of her repertoire
RIUROHVWKDWVKHFRPHVFORVHUWREHLQJWKH³SHUVRQ´WKDWVKHGHVLUHVWREH /DUVHQ &ORVHUEXW
not quite. She is an insider among whites when she is passing, but she is still performing a role.
³7KHVRFLDOSHUIRUPDQFHVRI/DUVHQ¶VFKDUDFWHUVSURYHDQLPSRUWDQWLQVLJKWLQWRWKHVSOLW
between agency and social construction that theorists have described as characteristic of
SHUIRUPDWLYLW\ *ROGVPLWK ´,QRWKHUZRUGVSHUIRUPLQJFDUULHVZLWKLWDSDUDGR[LIRQHLV
DVVXPLQJDUROHKRZGRHVRQHFRQVWUXFWDµVHOI¶LIRQHPXVWFRQIRUPWRWKHUHVWULFWLRQVRIWKH
proscribed role?
Clare, as trickster, is aware of the restrictions stemming from racial and gender identities
and exploits what has been used against her by her aunts and by the black bourgeois to advance
her position. Looking beyond the veil of double consciousness, she refuses to see herself solely
through the eyes of others. She considers using her fair skin as the means to provide her with the
material benefits and human rights of white privilege and wealth to be no crime against her race.
Instead, it is a trick on the system. She wants the economic and social freedom that is available to
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a bourgeois white woman, which she accomplishes through her marriage to John Bellew, a
\RXQJQHLJKERUKRRGZKLWHPDQZLWK³XQWROGJROG´ /DUVHQ %HOOHZ¶V³XQWROGJROG´PDNHV
apparent the financial security made available to Clare when she is passing as white. Her
performance pays off financially and socially. She has surpassed the black middle class of her
childhood to which she once aspired.
&ODUHDVNV,UHQH³7HOOPHKRQHVWO\KDYHQ¶W\RXHYHUWKRXJKWRIµSDVVLQJ¶"´,UHQH¶V
DQVZHUPDNHVFOHDUKHUFRQWHPSWIRU&ODUH¶VGHFLVLRQWRSDVVSHUPDQHQWO\³,UHQHDQVZHUHG
promptly: µ1R:K\VKRXOG,"¶$QGVRGLVGDLQIXOZDVKHUYRLFHDQGPDQQHUWKDW&ODUH¶VIDFH
IOXVKHGDQGKHUH\HVJOLQWHG,UHQHKDVWHQHGWRDGGµ<RXVHH&ODUH,¶YHHYHU\WKLQJ,ZDQW
([FHSWSHUKDSVDOLWWOHPRUHPRQH\¶´ Larsen  ,UHQH¶V³GLVGDLQIXO´UHVSRQse indicates that
she is unaware that through her temporary passing and leisurely middle class life, she is just as
PXFKDSHUIRUPHU  ³&ODUHDFFHSWVZKLOH,UHQHGHQLHVWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKHVHWHUPV
[passing, upward mobility, and self-commodifiFDWLRQ@´ *ROGVPLWK ,QFRQWUDVWWR&ODUH
,UHQHLVQRWFRQVFLRXVRIWKHPDVNVKHZHDUVDQGWKHUROHVKHSOD\V$GGLWLRQDOO\,UHQH¶VDQVZHU
WKDWVKHKDVDOOVKHZDQWV³H[FHSWSHUKDSVDOLWWOHPRUHPRQH\´SRLQWVWRher view of the
motivations for paVVLQJIRUZKLWHDVHFRQRPLFDQGWKDWVKHDSSHDUVXQDEOHWRXQGHUVWDQG&ODUH¶V
psychological reasons for passing.
By denying her own passing, Irene is able to distance herself socially from Clare, to other
KHU$VQRWHGE\%ODFNPHU³/DUVHQHVWDEOLVKHVDGialectic between Clare Kendry, who embodies
WKHHWKRVRIWKHµ1HZ1HJUR¶DQGWKHQRQ-mimetic, modernistic, and kinetic aesthetic principles
of the African mask, and Irene Redfield, who erases her own racial difference and exoticizes
&ODUH´SODFLQJ,UHQHDQGKHUFKDVWHKRXVHZLIHVWHUHRW\SHLQFRQWUDVWWR&ODUH¶VK\SHUVH[XDO
African American woman (253). The desire of money is not unique to Clare who, due to her
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impoverished and neglectful upbringing by her father and, later, her aunts, has sharpened her
survival skills and given her an astute concept of what is necessary to achieve the American
'UHDP³7KDW¶VZKDWHYHU\ERG\ZDQWVDOLWWOHPRUHPRQH\HYHQWKHSHRSOHZKRKDYHLW$QG,
GRQ¶WEODPHWKHP0RQH\¶VDZIXOO\QLFHWRKDYH,QIDFWDOOWKLQJVFRQVLGHUHG,WKLQNµ5HQHWKDW
LW¶VHYHQZRUWKWKHSULFH´ /DUVHQ 7KH$PHULFDQSXUVXLWRIKDSSLQHVVDQGWKHVWDWXVWKDW
goes along with it is a never-ending one. It requires the trickster to make difficult decisions as to
how far she is willing to go to obWDLQKHUJRDO&ODUH¶VVWDWHPHQWIRUHVKDGRZVWKHWHDVFHQHLQ
ZKLFKZHZLOOVHHWKDWKHU³SULFH´RISDVVLQJLVQRWVLPSO\DGHQLDODUDFHEXWRQHWKDWUHTXLUHV
her to endure anxiety of discovery from various sources and repeated anguish at the hands of her
husband.  
&ODUHGRHVQRWSODFH³EODPH´RQDQ\RQHIRUZDQWLQJPRUHPRQH\ZKLFKLVDQH[SUHVVLRQ
RIKHUWULFNVWHUDPRUDOLW\DQGVHQVHRIHQWLWOHPHQWRUµKDYLQJZD\¶ /DUVHQ $FKLHYLQJ
financial success through passing and marrying a white man, she deePV³ZRUWKWKH
>SV\FKRORJLFDO@SULFH´RIKHUWULFNVWHUSHUIRUPDQFH  ,VLWZRUWKWKHSULFHRI&ODUH¶VGLJQLW\D
second time²the first time being through her aunts, the second self-imposed when she decides
to pass permanently? Reading the indirect discouUVHRI,UHQH¶VPHPRULHVLWPD\DSSHDU
straightforward that the reader should judge Clare as a shallow and ambitious woman who will
stop at nothing, including the betrayal of her race to achieve her goals. However, through the
direct discourse related by Clare, it becomes apparent that her upbringing by her aunts and
isolation from the black middle class contributed greatly to her performance of passing as white.
Here, the narrative holds a mirror to society, reflecting the same inequity evident in respect to
race, gender, and class. The trickster shows us what is uncomfortable, but what we most need to
see. Should any of us accept the stamp of inferiority imposed upon us by a dominant culture
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without challenge? Passing can be a reaffirmation of white superiority that simultaneously and
LURQLFDOO\FKDOOHQJHVUDFH&ODUH¶VGLUHFWGLVFRXUVHVXJJHVWVQRWRQO\KHUILQDQFLDOPRWLYDWLRQV
for passing but also her unwillingness to live without social dignity.
7KH-RNH¶VRQ<RX7KH7UDJL-Comic  Nature  of  Passing  
MockiQJWKHRSSUHVVRU¶VV\VWHPWKURXJKFKDUPDQGODXJKWHULVDQHIIHFWLYHWULFNVWHU
WHFKQLTXHDVZHKDYHVHHQLQ/HYLQH¶VDQDO\VLVRIEODFNKXPRU,QWKHWHDVFHQHRIPassing,
Clare Bellew demonstrates her tragic-comic trickster nature in her awareness that her
performance of passing as white is as much hoax as a survival mechanism, as indicated by
/DUVHQ¶VK\SHUEROLFXVHRIODQJXDJHWKDWUHODWHVWRKXPRU,QWKHPDQQHURIWKHWULFNVWHUVKHKDV
no respect for boundaries. Through passing as white, the trickster Clare defies and mocks not
only her white husband but, symbolically, the construct of race in general. Clare is a trickster
engaged in the performance of passing in order to achieve not only social and economic agency,
but the equal rights denied by her gHQGHUDQGUDFH³7ULFNVWHUVDFKLHYHWKHLUREMHFWLYHVWKURXJK
indirection and mask-ZHDULQJWKURXJKSOD\LQJRQWKHJXOOLELOLW\RIWKHLURSSRQHQWV´ +DUULV ,Q
the Tea Scene, John Bellew represents the white male dominant culture that is the butt of an
ironic joke, one that stands in direct opposition to his cherished views of white supremacy.
Following their reacquaintance at the Drayton Hotel, Clare invites Irene to tea in her
Chicago home. Irene reluctantly attends, despite having pledged to herself that she would never
see Clare again. The subject of passing and having children is reviewed somewhat heatedly by
Clare, Irene, and Gertrude. Gertrude can also pass as white but has no need to actively do so.
While she is married to a white man, Fred Martin, he is aware of her race (Larsen 24). Despite
)UHG¶VIHHOLQJVDERXWKLVZLIHDQGKHUUDFH*HUWUXGHH[SHULHQFHVDQ[LHW\GXULQJKHUSUHJQDQF\
and tells &ODUHDQG,UHQHWKDW³QRERG\ZDQWVDGDUNFKLOG´  7RFRQFHDOKHUSDVVLQJ&ODUH
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was also greatly concernHGDERXWKHUXQERUQFKLOGEHLQJGDUN³,¶PDIUDLG>WRKDYHPRUH
children]. I nearly died of terror the whole nine months before Margery was born for fear that she
PLJKWEHGDUN7KDQNJRRGQHVVVKHWXUQHGRXWDOOULJKW%XW,¶OOQHYHUULVNLWDJDLQ1HYHU The
strain is simply too²WRRKHOOLVK´  &ODUHLQFRQWUDVWWR*HUWUXGHKDVHYHU\WKLQJWRORVHLI
her daughter is born anything but white in appearance. Irene, to the shock of Gertrude, states:
³2QHRIP\ER\VLVGDUN´  6KHLVRIIHQGHGE\WKHGLVFXVVLRQSDUWLFXODUO\*HUWUXGH¶V
assumptions that she feels the same about having a dark child, and is further angered by
*HUWUXGH¶VTXHVWLRQLQJRIWKHFRORURIKHUKXVEDQG¶VVNLQ  &ODUHVHHPLQJO\QRWLQJ,UHQH¶V
RIIHQVH³WXUQHGRQKHUVHGXFWLYHFDUHVVLQJVPLOHDQGUHPDUNHGDOLWWOHVFRIILQJO\µ,GRWKLQNWKDW
coloured people²we²DUHWRRVLOO\DERXWVRPHWKLQJV$IWHUDOOWKHWKLQJ¶VQRWLPSRUWDQWWR
,UHQHRUKXQGUHGVRIRWKHUV1RWDZIXOO\HYHQWR\RX*HUWUXGH,W¶VRQO\GHVHUWHUVOLNHPHZKR
have WREHDIUDLGRIIUHDNVRIWKHQDWXUH$VP\LQHVWLPDEOHGDGXVHGWRVD\µ(YHU\WKLQJPXVWEH
SDLGIRU¶¶ ´(27) &ODUHPDNHVDSRLQWRISODFLQJKHUVHOIDVDQRXWVLGHUZLWK³FRORXUHGSHRSOH´
DQGDVDQLQVLGHUZLWK³ZH´6KHFDOOVDWWHQWLRQWRWKHKHLJKWHQHGdanger she experiences as a
woman who has deceived her husband through passing and the possibility of a child exposing
KHUGHFHSWLRQ4XRWLQJKHUIDWKHUDQGDOOXGLQJWRWKHFRVWRIRQH¶VDFWLRQVVKHVXJJHVWVWKH
apprehension of having children is one of the prices she must pay as someone who passes.
)XUWKHUPRUHWKHKLQWRIVDUFDVPLQ&ODUH¶VWRQHPRFNV,UHQH¶VVPXJDWWLWXGHWRZDUGKHU
The conversation turns to Claude Jones, a childhood acquaintance of the three women
ZKRKDV³EHFRPHD-HZ´ /DUVHQ *HUWUXGHLVKLJKO\DPXVHGE\-RQHV¶VQHZLGHQWLW\DQG
undertaking of religious rituals and beliefs (27). Clare is only politely amused, and is not critical
RIKLVGHFLVLRQ³,WFHUWDLQO\VRXQGVIXQQ\HQRXJK6WLOOLW¶VKLVRZQEXVLQHVV,IKHJHWVDORQJ
better by turning²´  ,QUHVSRQVHWR&ODUH³,UHQHZKRZDVVWLOOKXJJLQJKHUXQKDSS\GRQ¶W-
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FDUHIHHOLQJRIULJKWQHVVEURNHLQVD\LQJELWLQJO\µ,WHYLGHQWO\GRHVQ¶WRFFXUWRHLWKHU\RXRU
Gertrude that he might possibly be sincere in changing his religLRQ6XUHO\HYHU\RQHGRHVQ¶WGR
HYHU\WKLQJIRUJDLQ¶ ´  +HUHDJDLQZHVHH,UHQHIRUZKRPVHFXULW\LVLPSHUDWLYHSURMHFWLQJ
her own economic motives for passing onto Clare and  Gertrude. Gertrude does not purposely
pass; she happens to be able to pass. She is married to a man who knows that she is black and
WKHUHIRUHKDVQRILQDQFLDOFDXVHWRSDVVLQFRPSDULVRQWR&ODUHRU,UHQH,UHQH¶VPHDQLQJLVQRW
ORVWRQ&ODUH³&ODUH.HQGU\>%HOOHZ@KDGQRQHHGWRVHDUFKIRUWKHIXOOPHDQLQJRIWKDW
utterance. 6KHUHGGHQHGVOLJKWO\DQGUHWRUWHGVHULRXVO\µ<HV,DGPLWWKDWPLJKWEHSRVVLEOH²his
EHLQJVLQFHUH,PHDQ,WMXVWGLGQ¶WKDSSHQWRRFFXUWRPHWKDW¶VDOO,¶PVXUSULVHG¶DQGWKH
VHULRXVQHVVFKDQJHGWRPRFNHU\µWKDW\RXVKRXOGKDYHH[SHFWHGLWWR2U GLG\RXUHDOO\"¶ ´  
4XLWHSHUFHSWLYH&ODUHLVWXQHGLQWR,UHQH¶VMXGJPHQWRIKHUDVEHLQJPRWLYDWHGE\JDLQDORQH
With polite conversation exhausted, Irene makes ready to leave, but as she takes up her
JORYHV&ODUH¶VZKLWHKXVEDQG-RKQ%HOOHZHQWers the room (Larsen 28). He affectionately calls
KHU³1LJ´ /DUVHQ NigDQKRPDJHWR&DUO9DQ9HFKWHQ¶VNigger  HeavenZDV/DUVHQ¶V
original title for PassingEXW.QRSIGHHPHGWKHWLWOH³WRRLQIODPPDWRU\´DQGSUHVVXUHGKHUWR
change it (Davis 287, 306-7). Her guests are angered and confused by his nickname. Is he aware
RI&ODUH¶VUDFHDQGXVLQJVXFKDQRIIHQVLYHWHUP"&ODUHZKRQRWHVKHUJXHVWV¶DODUPDVNV-RKQ
WRH[SODLQKLVFRPPHQWKHUPRFNLQJVPLOH³DMHHULWPLJKWEHFDOOHG´GLUHFWHGDW,UHne (Larsen
28, 29). Clare reveals her trickster nature with her smile that mocks her husband, who, with racist
attitudes, is ironically married to a woman who, despite her physical appearance, is legally
µEODFN¶6KHNQRZVZKDW-RKQ¶VUHVSRQVHZLOOEHDQGbelieves that it will be humorous to Irene,
as indicated by her gaze at her.
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%HOOHZWHOOVWKHODGLHVWKDWZKHQWKH\PDUULHG&ODUHZDV³ZKLWHDVDOLO\´EXW³JHWV
GDUNHUHYHU\\HDU,WHOOKHULIVKHGRQ¶WORRNRXWVKH¶OOZDNHXSRQHRIWKHVHGD\Vand find
VKH¶VWXUQHGLQWRDQLJJHU´  +LVFRPPHQWFUHDWHVDOHYHORIOHJLWLPDWHGLVFRPIRUWRQWKHSDUW
of the characters and the reader. As an outsider and observer of this scene, the reader cannot help
EXWDJDLQDVNLI&ODUH¶VSDVVLQJLVZRUWKWKHSUice. The comedic quality of the metatheatrical
LQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHFKDUDFWHUVLVFUHDWHGE\&ODUH¶VGXDOUROHWKDWRIDZKLWHZLIHWR%HOOHZ
and that of a black woman who is passing as white. The text calls attention to the artificiality and
illusory QDWXUHRIUDFHDVZHOODVWKHQHFHVVLW\RI&ODUH¶VSHUIRUPDQFHWRPDLQWDLQKHUUROHDV
%HOOHZ¶VZLIH
The characters laugh, hysterically on the part of Irene, who has difficulty restraining
KHUVHOIZKLFKHQGDQJHUV&ODUH /DUVHQ ³$V,UHQH¶VORQJODXJhter signifies this joke
represents the greatest paradox in the novel: Clare is what she is not²DµQLJJHU¶´(Thompson,
³0DNLQ¶$:D\´  ,UHQHSURWHFWV&ODUH¶VUDFLDOLGHQWLW\GHVSLWHKHUGHVLUHWR³VKRXWDWWKH
PDQEHVLGHKHU´DQGGHVSLWHQRWIXOO\XQderstanding her own actions (Larsen 30). Larsen utilizes
Bellew to increase the tension and initially FUHDWHV\PSDWK\IRU,UHQH³7KHVXVSHQVHWKHGDQJHU
hilarity, suppressed indignation, and barely controlled hysteria of the scene all hinge on the
potential revelation of the marriage as a mixed one, with both Irene and Gertrude cooperating to
keep the secret. Larsen deliberately develops the scene to make the deception as difficult as
SRVVLEOH´ +XWFKLQVRQIn  Search  of  Nella  Larsen 297). However, enduriQJ%HOOHZ¶VUDFLVPLV
difficult only momentarily for Irene and Gertrude, whereas for Clare, it is continuous. In contrast
to most passing novels in which we feel sympathy for the passing black character who maintains
racial allegiance, Larsen instead encourages sympathy for Clare, whose loyalty to race is
practically non-existent, reasons for which were previously explored (298). Gertrude and Irene
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DUHLQVLGHUVDQGDUHLQRQWKHMRNH$VWKH\ZLWQHVV&ODUH¶VSHUIRUPDQFHZHVHHDWUDJLFDVSHFWRI
her passing: she must endure racist tirades by her husband. However, we also see that the
WULFNVWHU¶VMRNHLVRQKLP+HKDVEHHQIRROHGDQGLURQLFDOO\ORYHVWKDWZKLFKKHKDWHVWKHPRVW  
&ODUH¶VUHVSRQVHWR,UHQH¶VH[DJJHUDWHGPLUWKJURZVGDUNHUZKHQ-RKQ%HOOHZVDys to
&ODUH³,NQRZ\RX¶UHQRQLJJHU,GUDZWKHOLQHDWWKDW1RQLJJHUVLQP\IDPLO\1HYHUKDYHDQG
QHYHUZLOOEH´ /DUVHQ &RQWUROOLQJKHUXUJHWRODXJK,UHQHFDVWVDVLGHORQJJODQFHDW&ODUH
HQFRXQWHULQJ³KHUSHFXOLDUH\HVIL[HGRQKHUZLWKDQHxpression of dark and deep and
unfathomable that she for a short moment had the sensation of gazing into the eyes of some
creature utterly strange and apart. A faint sense of danger brushed her, like the breath of a cold
IRJ´  <HV&ODUHGHVLUHV,UHQH¶VDPXVHPHQWEXWQRWDWWKHH[SHQVHRIH[SRVLQJKHU
performance. In theater, timing is everything. Clare will reveal herself in her own time. In this
moment of her performance, she is seeking the adoration of her audience in Gertrude, and
especially IreneDVLIWRVD\µ/RRNDWZKDWDEULOOLDQWSHUIRUPDQFH,KDYHSXOOHGRII¶2QO\D
PDVWHUWKHVSLDQFRXOGDFFRPSOLVKVXFKDSHUIRUPDQFH+RZHYHU,UHQH¶VSHUVSHFWLYHLVRQHRI
IHDURIGLVFRYHU\DQGRIVXSHULRULW\WRZDUG&ODUH,UHQH¶VUHIHUHQFHWR&ODUHDVD³FUHDWXUH´
indicates that she views her as the µRWKHU¶ She believes that her socio-economic status is above
that of Clare, who often appears to continue to view as the poor black girl whose father was a
drunk (5). Her sense of elevated status is further reLQIRUFHGDVVKHUHIHUVWR&ODUHDV³&ODUH
.HQGU\´WKURXJKRXWWKHQRYHOWKRXJK&ODUHLGHQWLILHVKHUVHOIDV0UV-RKQ%HOOHZDIWHUWKHLU
meeting at the Drayton Hotel, early in the narrative (23).
,UHQH&ODUH¶VFRFRQVSLUDWRUDXGLHQFHDQGVXSSRUWLQJFDVWXnderstands the consequences
Clare would suffer should her performance be revealed. She also has her own fear with which to
FRQWHQG+DYLQJOHIW&ODUH¶VUHVLGHQFH,UHQHODWHUSRQGHUV³WKDWORRNRQ&ODUH¶VLQFUHGLEO\
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EHDXWLIXOIDFH´ZKLFKVHHPV³GHILDQW´along with something else she cannot identify (Larsen
33). Clare is daring Irene to say something, anything, to John Bellew to reveal her race and at the
same time demanding that she not do so²the ambiguous nature of the trickster performer. For
Clare, this is an entertaining game. She seems to delight in her trickster role and is defiant of the
dominant society, personified by her husband, that creates the necessity of her masquerade. She
simultaneously suffers for her performance. While it cannot possibly be pleasant for her to be
FDOOHG³1LJ´E\KHUKXVEDQGLWVXUHO\KDVDQLURQLFKLODULW\WKDWVXFKDUDFLVWPDQLVQRWRQO\
married to but father to persons of the race he so despises. Like any trickster, Clare is irony
embodied, inhabiting both worlds, one of a white woman in her performance with her husband,
and the other as a legally black woman with Irene and Gertrude. She is also aware of the
necessity of not revealing the masquerade to those for whom the mask is worn in order to ensure
her economic suUYLYDO&ODUH¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLQWKHWHDVFHQHLVRQHRIWUDJHG\DQGFRPHG\
SHUIHFWO\LQWHUWZLQHGDQH[HPSOLILFDWLRQRIPHWDWKHDWHUDQGRIWULFNVWHU¶VPRFNLQJWKH
oppressor.
,WPD\EHWHPSWLQJWRYLHZ,UHQH¶VFRQWHPSWIRU&ODUHDVVRPHQREOHOR\DOW\WRKHr race.
However, Irene views herself as the superior chaste mother, the opposite categorical label of
Clare as something primitive and exotic²the archetypical virgin and whore. As noted by
%ODFNPHU³/DUVHQH[SORUHVWKHFUXFLDOGLVWLQFWLRQVEHWZHHQ&ODUH¶V highly self-conscious
UKHWRULFDOGHSOR\PHQWVRIWKHILFWLRQVRIUDFHDQG,UHQH¶VXQVHOI-conscious internalization of
Plessy  [v.  Ferguson]´DQG,UHQH¶VEHOLHIWKDW³VKHFDQJDLQVHFXULW\DQGPHDQLQJVROHO\WKURXJK
marriage and ignore the larger implicationVRIOLYLQJLQDUDFLDOO\GLYLGHGDQGVHJUHJDWHGVRFLHW\´
(59).  Irene is unable or unwilling to discuss the violence of race, as is evidenced late in the novel
ZKHQVKHFKDVWLVHVKHUKXVEDQGIRUGLVFXVVLQJO\QFKLQJZLWKKHUVRQV /DUVHQ ,UHQH¶V
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perspective of Clare is one of mocking superiority. She sees Clare not only as playing a joke, but
DVDMRNH+RZHYHU,UHQH¶VPDUULDJHLVDVPXFKURRWHGLQVHFXULW\DVLV&ODUH¶V3DVVLQJFRPSHOV
LWVSHUIRUPHU¶VDQGFR-FRQVSLUDWRUV¶WRVHFUHF\DFKDUDFWHULVWLF RIWKHWULFNVWHU,UHQH¶VODFNRI
acknowledgement of her own insecurities makes it impossible for her to see the brilliance of
&ODUH¶VSHUIRUPDQFH³&ODUH¶VDELOLW\WRDFFRPSOLVKWKLVIHDW>EHDSULYDWH$PHULFDQFLWL]HQ@LV
dependent on her unique position as a black woman who can wear the mask of mimicry (quite
literally she looks like a beautiful white woman) and at the same time, unmask the performative
nature of such dominant identities. Clare does pass; but with an altogether different sensibility
thaQGRHV,UHQHµ3OD\SDVVLQJ¶LVDFFHSWDEOHEXWSULQFLSOHGSDVVLQJLVQRW7KHSUREOHP
FRPHVLQGLVWLQJXLVKLQJEHWZHHQWKHVHWZRPRGHV´ 'H9HUH%URG\ 'H9HUH%URG\UHDGV
&ODUHDVWKHµSOD\IXOSDVVHU¶DQG,UHQHDVWKHµSULQFLSOHGSDVVHU¶  6KHQRWHVWKDW³&ODUH
XVHVKHUµLYRU\PDVN¶DVDGHFR\WRGLVWUDFWKHUDGYHUVDULHVDQGWRDOORZKHUWRLQILOWUDWHKRVWLOH
WHUULWRULHV´  :KHUHDV&ODUH³LQILOWUDWHVDSDUWLFXODUVHJPHQWRIGRPLQDQW$PHULFDQ
VRFLHW\´³,UHQH\HDUQVIRUDVVLPLODWLRQ´ 1059).
Clare taunts her husband and Irene, playing with the situation, but Irene, her supporting
cast member and audience whose anger is growing with each word, is unaware of the ironic
KXPRULQWKHVLWXDWLRQ³7KLVZDVQ¶WIXQQ\´ Larsen 30). Irene finally seems to sense the danger
she is causing Clare and believes she is ³KHOGE\VRPHGDPRIFDXWLRQDQGDOOHJLDQFHWR&ODUH´
who steers the conversation away from race (30). It is more probable that Irene is again afraid
that Bellew will realize that she is passing as white. Later, in a discussion with her husband Brian
DERXWWKHWHDSDUW\DQG-RKQ%HOOHZ¶VUDFLDOWLUDGH%ULDQUHPLQGV,UHQHWKDWVKHWRRKDVSDVVHG
DQGRIWKHWULFNVWHUQDWXUHRISDVVLQJ³<RXP\GHDUKDGDOOWKHDGYDQWDJH<RXNQHZZKDWKLs
opinion of you was, while he²:HOOµWZDVQHYHUWKXV:HNQRZDOZD\VKDYH7KH\GRQ¶W1RW
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TXLWH,WKDV\RXZLOODGPLWLWVKXPRURXVVLGHDQGVRPHWLPHVLWVFRQYHQLHQFHV´  %ULDQ
VHHVWKHKXPRURIWKHHQFRXQWHUDWWKHWHDSDUW\DORQJZLWKWKH³FRQYHQLHQFHV´DIIRUGHGWRWKRVH
who pass, including his wife²VRORQJDVKHKHUGDUNHUVNLQQHGKXVEDQGLVQRWSUHVHQW%ULDQ¶V
XVHRI³DGYDQWDJH´LQGLFDWHVWKHSRZHUVWUXFWXUHRIWKHVLWXDWLRQFUHDWHGE\&ODUHRIZKLFK,UHQH
is ignorant, her perspective clRXGHGE\KHUHPRWLRQVDQGIHDU³&ODUHKDVQHYHUEHHQDIUDLGRI
EHLQJµIRXQGRXW¶²WKDWLV,UHQH¶VIHDU,QGHHG&ODUHPLJKWKDYHORRNHGIRUZDUGWRWKHPRPHQW
when Bellew would realize that he had been duped by his wife. Such is the natural culmination
of CODUH¶VWHDLQ&KLFDJR &KDSWHU7KUHH6HFWLRQ, EXW,UHQHQHYHUXQGHUVWRRGWKDWHYHQIXOO\
QRULVVKHDEOHWRJUDVS&ODUH¶VUROHDVDWULXPSKDQWWULFNVWHU,UHQHLVPXFKWRRP\RSLFWRR
literal, too far removed from a certain class of her race to understDQG´ 7DWH 
&RQYHUVHO\&ODUHZLWKKHUWULFNVWHUTXDOLWLHVLVDZDUHRIKHUKXVEDQG%HOOHZ¶VDW\SLFDO
position of disadvantage and the hilarity of the irony of the situation. Bellew does not actually
know the race of his wife, his daughter, or that of her friends, which allows Clare to amuse
herself at his expense, and is especially scathing when one considers his nickname for her, a
KDWHIXOZRUGXVHGWRGHJUDGH$IULFDQ$PHULFDQV,UHQHHYHQWXDOO\DJUHHVZLWK%ULDQ³µ,W¶V
IXQQ\DERXW³SDVVLQJ´:H disapprove of it and at the same time condone it. It excites our
contempt and yet we rather admire it. We shy away from it with an odd kind of revulsion, but we
SURWHFWLW¶´ Larsen  ,UHQHZKLOHDQDO\]LQJKHUFRQWHPSWRI&ODUH¶VSDVVLQJHYDGHVDQDOysis
of her own behavior. The humor illustrated by Levine as being lost on the outsider, is therefore
lost on her as she sets herself apart from Clare. The narrative illustrates the comical aspect of
SDVVLQJRISXOOLQJDMRNHRQWKHRSSUHVVRU,UHQH¶VFRQflicting opinions about passing are also
VXJJHVWLYHRI,UHQH¶VFRQIOLFWLQJIHHOLQJVDERXW&ODUHDZRPDQVKHGHVSLVHVDQGGHVLUHV
concurrently. Clare is the trickster cultural hero, challenging the racial construct through
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metaplay. She is trickster Coyote who swindles the wasichu (white man) who brags about
cheating the Sioux at his trading post (Erdoes and Ortiz 342).
They  Always  Come  Back  
&ODUHFRQWLQXHVWRLQVLQXDWHKHUVHOILQWR,UHQH¶VOLIHRQKHUTXHVWWRUH-enter the black
world. As Brian relayed to ,UHQHHDUOLHULQWKHQRYHO³>3HRSOHZKRSDVV@DOZD\VFRPHEDFN´
(Larsen 38). In the majority of passing novels, the character who passes longs for the familiarity
of the black family and culture that they left behind, as is the case with Clare. In contrast to the
µWUDJLFPXODWWD¶&ODUHLVQRWUHWXUQLQJRXWRIUDFHOR\DOW\RUWRDFRPPXQLW\WKDWDFFHSWVKHUDV
black:

Ostensibly, Passing conforms to the stereotype of the tragic mulatto.
However, many factors make such an interpretation inadequate. The conventional
WUDJLFPXODWWRLVDFKDUDFWHUZKRµSDVVHV¶DQGUHYHDOVSDQJVRIDQJXLVKUHVXOWLQJ
from forsaking his or her Black identity. Clare reveals no such feelings; in fact,
her psychology is inscrutable. Moreover, Clare does not seem to be seeking out
Blacks in order to regain a sense of racial pride and solidarity. She is merely
ORRNLQJIRUH[FLWHPHQWDQG,UHQH¶VDFWLYHVRFLDOOLIHSURYLGHVKHUZLWKSUHFLVHO\
that. An equally important reason for expanding the racial interpretation is that
alone it tenGVWRLQKLELWWKHDSSUHFLDWLRQRI/DUVHQ¶VFUDIW/DUVHQJDYHJUHDWFDUH
to portraying the characters; therefore, the manner of their portrayal must be
important and ultimately indispensable to interpreting Passing¶VPHDQLQJ7KXV
WKHµWUDJLFPXODWWR¶LQWHUSUHWDWLRQQRWRQO\LVXQVXLWHGWRWKHERRN¶VIDFWXDO
content, but also disregards the intricately woven narrative. (Tate 142-143).
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Clare is in for a bit of fun, of amusement, when she returns to black social life. However, Irene is
not interested in briQJLQJKHUEDFNLQWRWKHIROG³:HOO&ODUHFDQFRXQWPHRXW,¶YHQRLQWHQWLRQ
RIEHLQJWKHOLQNEHWZHHQKHUDQGKHUSRRUHUGDUNEUHWKUHQ´ Larsen 39). As noted by
+XWFKLQVRQ³:KHQVKH>&ODUH@GHFLGHVODWHUWKDWVKHZDQWVWRUHMRLQ1HJUROLIHDVDUHVXOWof her
HQFRXQWHUZLWK,UHQHKHUZKLWHLGHQWLW\ZDOOVKHURIIIURPWKLV,UHQHZLOOQRWOHWKHUUHWXUQ´ In  
Search  of  Nella  Larsen  &ODUH¶VUHWXUQWKUHDWHQV,UHQH¶VVHFXULW\WKDWZKLFKVKHKROGVPRVW
dear. Irene attempts to pressure Clare with the poVVLELOLW\WKDWLWLVQRWVDIHIRUKHUWR³UXQWKHULVN
RINQRZLQJ1HJURHV´WKDWLWZRXOGHQGDQJHUKHUFKLOG Larsen  &ODUHWHOOVKHU³,¶P
EHJLQQLQJWREHOLHYHWKDWQRRQHLVHYHUFRPSOHWHO\KDSS\RUIUHHRUVDIH´  6KHUHPLQGV
Irene thDWVKHLV³XVHGWRULVNV´EXW,UHQHFRQWLQXHVKHUSURWHVW  &ODUHKRZHYHULV
GHWHUPLQHGWRSHUVLVWLQKHUUHWXUQWREODFNOLIH³,KDYHQ¶WDQ\SURSHUPRUDOVRUVHQVHRIGXW\DV
you have, that makes me act as I do. . . . Why, to get the things I wanWEDGO\HQRXJK,¶GGR
DQ\WKLQJKXUWDQ\ERG\WKURZDQ\WKLQJDZD\5HDOO\¶5HQH,¶PQRWVDIH´  1RWRQO\GRHV
the trickster Clare challenge the social norms as a woman who passes as white, she also defies
the secretive conventions of passing.
The nRYHO¶VWLWOHLVQRWRQO\LQUHIHUHQFHWR&ODUH¶VSHUPDQHQWSDVVLQJDVZKLWHDQG
,UHQH¶VWHPSRUDU\SDVVLQJEXWDOVRWRWKHµSDVVLQJ¶RI&ODUHEDFNLQWRWKHEODFNZRUOGIURP
which she has been apart. In addition, the title refers to the sexual tension between the women,
the lesbian subtext of which has already been explored at length by Deborah McDowell and
Judith Butler. It can also be read as a metaphor for the historical era of the Harlem Renaissance
in which black performance was an object of observation by whites (Harrison-Kahan 118).
)DVKLRQLQJRQH¶VRZQLGHQWLW\VKLIWVWKHJD]HDV³/DUVHQVSHFLILFDOO\SULYLOHJHVWKHWURSHRI
passing to examine how her female protagonists depend upon performances of identity to
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constitute their subjectivity and to resiVWUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDVREMHFWVWREHORRNHGDW´ +DUULVRQ.DKDQ %ODFNPHUREVHUYHVWKDW³WKHWLWOHRIWKHQRYHOVHUYHVDVDPHWDSKRUIRUDZLGHUDQJH
RIGHFHSWLYHDSSHDUDQFHVDQGSUDFWLFHVWKDWHQFRPSDVVVH[XDODVZHOODVUDFLDOµSDVVLQJ¶´  
Like tKHWULFNVWHU&ODUHHIIRUWOHVVO\SDVVHVEHWZHHQZRUOGVWUDYHOLQJWKURXJKDOOOLNHDµQDWLYH¶
but permanently belonging to none. The line between the worlds of black and white is blurred for
Clare. For Irene, the lines are distinct. When Irene asks Brian why people who pass always
UHWXUQKHWHOOVKHUWKDWKHGRHVQ¶WNQRZ³,I,NQHZWKHDQVZHU,¶GNQRZZKDWUDFHZDV´ Larsen
 %ULDQ¶VDVWXWHREVHUYDWLRQSRLQWVWRWKHDEVXUGLW\RIWKHUDFLDOFRQVWUXFW+LVH[SHULHQFHV
with race are sharply different frRP,UHQHDQG&ODUH¶V+HLVOLPLWHGE\KLVVNLQFRORULQZD\VWKH
two women do not experience.
Gone!  Death  of  a  Performer  
As is characteristic of most tricksters, Clare meets a dramatic end. Her insinuation into
,UHQH¶VOLIHKDVEHJXQWRIUDJPHQW,UHQH¶Vsecurity and emotional stability. Irene contemplates
KRZWRIUHHKHUVHOIRI&ODUH,UHQH¶VGHVLUHWREHULGRI&ODUHLVH[DFHUEDWHGE\KHUVXVSLFLRQWKDW
Clare and Brian are having an affair (Larsen 62-64). Her thoughts turn to the unthinkable: what if
Bellew should discover that his wife is black? She cannot be the one responsible for this
disclosure, believing herself to be loyal to Clare because of race:

She was caught between two allegiances, different, yet the same. Herself. Her
race. Race! The thing that bound and suffocated her. Whatever steps she took, or
if she took none at all, something would be crushed. A person or the race. Clare,
herself, or the race. Or, it might be, all three. Nothing, she imagined, was ever
more completely sardonic.
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Sitting alone in the quiet living-room in the pleasant firelight, Irene Redfield
wished, for the first time in her life, that she had not been born a Negro. For the
first time she suffered and rebelled because she was unable to disregard the
burden of race. It was, she cried silently, enough to suffer as a woman, an
LQGLYLGXDORQRQH¶VRZQDFFRXQWZLWKRXWKDYLQJWRVXIIHUIRUWKHUDFHDVZHOO,W
ZDVDEUXWDOLW\DQGXQGHVHUYHG6XUHO\QRRWKHUSHRSOHVRFXUVHGDV+DP¶VGDUN
children. (Larsen 69)

Larsen points to the existential LPSRVVLELOLW\RISDVVLQJDVDVROXWLRQRIFUHDWLQJRQH¶VRZQ
identity through disguise, be it that of a woman, black woman, straight woman, or an
independent woman who exists outside of the domestic sphere²for both Clare and Irene.
Whereas Clare recognized these impossibilities early in life, Irene appears to just now
DFNQRZOHGJHWKHP&ODUH¶VHDUO\LGHQWLILFDWLRQRIVRFLHWDOUHVWULFWLRQVXSRQKHUDOORZKHUDWWLPHV
sidestep them, at least in the realm of performance. Irene, on the other hand, feels trapped by
WKHP$GGLWLRQDOO\VKRXOG-RKQ%HOOHZLQGHHGOHDUQWKDW&ODUHKDV³DWRXFKRIWKHWDU-EUXVK´
&ODUHZRXOGUHWXUQWR+DUOHPDQGEODFNOLIHZKLFKLVWKHJUHDWHVWSRVVLEOHWKUHDWWR,UHQH¶V
security (19). If Clare is free, all is lost for Irene (71-72). Again, as throughout the novel, Irene is
faced with contradictory choices and emotions. She is damned if she does and damned if she
does not.
The following day, Irene is shopping with Felise Freeland, and collides with John Bellew,
³DVLILQDQVZHUWRKHUZLVK´WREHULGRI&ODUH /DUVHQ-70). Bellew greets her politely, but
TXLFNO\UHDOL]HVDVDUHVXOWRI)HOLVH¶VGDUNHUVNLQWRQHWKDW,UHQHLVQRWZKRKHILUVWEHOLHYHGKHU
WREH  ,UHQH¶VUHDFWLRQWR%HOOHZ¶V³GLVSOHDVXUH´Ls, perhaps, her first conscious performance
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LQWKHQRYHO³,QVWLQFWLYHO\LQWKHILUVWJODQFHRIUHFRJQLWLRQKHUIDFHKDGEHFRPHDPDVN1RZ
she turned on him a totally uncomprehending look, a bit questioning. Seeing that he still stood
with hand outstretched, she gave him the cool appraising stare which she reserved for mashers,
DQGGUHZ)HOLVHRQ´  ,WLVQRZ,UHQHZKRSHUIRUPVZKRUHYHUVHVWKHJD]H+RZHYHU,UHQH
is no trickster. She is not only caught in the act by Bellew, but by her friend FelisH³%HHQ
µSDVVLQJ¶KDYH\RX"´  ,UHQHUHVSRQGVWRKHUTXLFNO\VWHSSLQJEDFNLQWRKHUIDPLOLDUUROHRI
GHQLDO³,GREXWQRWIRUWKHUHDVRQ\RXWKLQN,GRQ¶WEHOLHYH,¶YHHYHUJRQHQDWLYHLQP\OLIH
except for the sake of convenience, restaurants, theatre tickets, and things like that. Never
VRFLDOO\,PHDQH[FHSWRQFH<RX¶YHMXVWSDVVHGWKHRQO\SHUVRQWKDW,¶YHHYHUPHWGLVJXLVHGDV
DZKLWHZRPDQ´  ,UHQHGLIIHUHQWLDWHVEHWZHHQSXEOLFDQGSULYDWHSDVVLQJWKHODWWHURIZKLFK
she views as less of a betrayal of race and identity than the former.
,UHQHFRQFHDOVIURP)HOLVHKRZVKHLVDFTXDLQWHGZLWK%HOOHZVDIHJXDUGLQJ&ODUH¶V
secret from the black community as she does from the white (Larsen 70). Is her concealment out
of loyalty to race, to Clare, or to herself? After much deliberation, Irene makes no mention of the
HQFRXQWHUZLWK%HOOHZWRKHUKXVEDQG%ULDQRUWR&ODUHFRQYLQFHGRIWKHSUREDELOLW\WKDW&ODUH¶V
independence would mean an end to her marriage (71- $³YLOH´WKRXJKWRFFXUVWRKHU³,I
&ODUHVKRXOGGLH´  )RUHVKDGRZLQJ&ODUH¶VGHDWKLVQRWWKHRQO\OLWHUDU\GHYLFHHPSOR\HGE\
/DUVHQLQ,UHQH¶V³YLOH´WKRXJKWVVKHLVDOVRHVWDEOLVKLQJWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDW,UHQHPD\EH
responsible for it.
That evening Irene and Brian attend DSDUW\JLYHQE\WKH)UHHODQG¶VWRZKLFK%ULDQKDV
LQYLWHG&ODUHGHVSLWH,UHQH¶VSXUSRVHIXORPLVVLRQ /DUVHQ 3ULRUWRWKHSDUW\&ODUHDUULYHVDW
WKH5HGILHOG¶VKRPHDQGGLVFXVVHVZKDWVKHZRXOGGRLI%HOOHZZHUHWREHFRPHRIDZDUHRIKHU
race and sKHZHUHIUHHRIKHUPDUULDJH DQGGDXJKWHU   ,UHQHSHUFHLYHV&ODUH¶VGHVLUHWROLYH
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LQ+DUOHPWREH³LQWHQGHGDVDZDUQLQJ>WKDW@WDNH>V@SRVVHVVLRQ´RIKHU  +HUFRQYLFWLRQWKDW
she has done the right thing (for herself) in not revealing her encounter with Bellew is
strengthened as she determines how it would weaken her power in her relationship with Brian
 $WWKH)UHHODQG¶VSDUW\,UHQHFRQWLQXHVWREHGLVWXUEHGE\&ODUHDQG%ULDQ¶VSRVVLEOHDIIDLU
(78). The arrival of John Bellew at the party seals the fate of the three of them.

He pushed past them all into the room and strode towards Clare. They all
looked at her as she got up from her chair, backing a little from his approach.
³6R\RX¶UHDQLJJHUDGDPQHGGLUW\QLJJHU´+LVYRLFHZDVDsnarl and a
moan, an expression of rage and pain.
Everything was in confusion. The men had sprung forward. Felise had leapt
EHWZHHQWKHPDQG%HOOHZ6KHVDLGTXLFNO\³&DUHIXO<RX¶UHWKHRQO\ZKLWHPDQ
KHUH´$QGWKHVLOYHUFKLOORIKHUYRLFHDVZHOODVher words, was a warning.
Clare stood at the window, as composed as if everyone were not staring at her
in curiosity and wonder, as if the whole structure of her life were not lying in
fragments before her. She seemed unaware of any danger or uncaring. There was
even a faint smile on her full, red lips, and in her shining eyes.
It was that smile that maddened Irene. She ran across the room, her terror
WLQJHGZLWKIHURFLW\DQGODLGDKDQGRQ&ODUH¶VEDUHDUP2QHWKRXJKWSRVVHVVHG
KHU6KHFRXOGQ¶WKDYH&ODUH.HQGU\FDVWDVLGHE\%HOOHZ6KHFRXOGQ¶WKDYHKHU
free.
. . . What happened next, Irene Redfield never afterwards allowed herself to
remember. Never clearly. (Larsen 79)
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Always the trickster, Clare is seemingly not phased but amused by this devastating discovery.
She falls to her death from a window into symbolic white snow. Irene may have pushed her, but
she will not allow herself to remember, leaving the reader unsure of what actually occurs. She
GRHVQRWUHJUHW&ODUH¶VµSDVVLQJ¶LQWRWKHQH[WZRUOG though her physical attraction to Clare is
DJDLQFOHDULQKHUWKRXJKWVRIKHU³*RQH7KHVRIWZKLWHIDFHWKHEULJKWKDLUWKHGLVWXUELQJ
scarlet mouth, the dreaming eyes, the caressing smile, the whole torturing loveliness that had
EHHQ&ODUH.HQGU\´  &ODUHUHSUHVHQWDWKUHDWWR,UHQH¶VFRQYHQWLRQDOOLIHLQWKHH[SRVLWLRQRI
KHUSDVVLQJWRKHUPDUULDJHEHFDXVHRIDVXVSHFWHGDIIDLUZLWK,UHQH¶VKXVEDQG%ULDQDQGWRKHU
unconscious mimicry of the upper middle class white woman in her attraction to her (Blackmer
258). The trickster Clare has made her final dramatic performance and an equally dramatic exit.
&ODUH¶VSHUIRUPDQFHHQGLQJPHDQVWKDW,UHQH¶VFDQFRQWLQXH,UHQHLVXQDZDUHWKDWKHU
FRQYHQWLRQDOOLIHHQIRUFHV³WKHYHU\VRFLDOFRQVWUDLQWVWKDW OLPLWDOOZRPHQ´  :KLOH&ODUH
unabashedly uses her sexuality to attain her wants, Irene represses her desires, emulating the
middle class white woman for whom she passes. Mar Gallego notes that through her categorized
characterizations of Irene and &ODUH/DUVHQ³GHOYHVLQWRWKHPRUHVHULRXVZRUNRIH[SORULQJWKH
GLYHUVHVWHUHRW\SHVDVFULEHGWR$IULFDQ$PHULFDQZRPHQ´  +HUFKDUDFWHUVDUHQRWPHUHO\
stereotypes²Larsen is challenging the few roles available to early twentieth-century African
American women, that of sexless mother and domestic servant as well as the sexual servant roles
of African American women. Reading Passing as a trickster tale points to the impossibility of
FUHDWLQJRQH¶VRZQLGHQWLW\ZLWKWKHFRQILQHVRIVWHUHRW\SHVVXUURXQGLng race, gender, and class.
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Conclusion  
1HOOD/DUVHQ¶VQRYHOPassing  utilizes protagonists Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry
Bellew, who masquerade as white²Irene publicly and Clare privately and publicly²to confront
the concepts of race, sexuality, and gender stereotypes. Though the novel on the surface may
DSSHDUWRMXGJHWKRVHZKRSDVVLWDFWXDOO\SURYLGHVDVRFLDOFRPPHQWDU\RQWKHFKDUDFWHUV¶
limitations imposed by race and gender, which are parodied and defied by Larsen through the
trickster performance of passing. One character, Irene, passes sporadically and is oblivious to the
restrictions she encourages, while her counterpart Clare knowingly manipulates the system to her
advantage. Larsen utilizes a trickster narrative, as she tempts the reader to judge the individuals
for their passing and morality when her character Clare is simply using the tools available to her
to survive and thrive in a society that is indifferent to, and even hostile toward, her social
equality. While passing as white is no longer so prevalent among African Americans as it was
ZKHQWKHQRYHOZDVZULWWHQ/DUVHQ¶VZRUNFRQWLQXHVWREHUHOHYDQWIRUZRPHQLQWKHLU
awareness of and challenge to the roles they play in the theatre of society and the performances
they must maintain in order to survive and thrive. Trickster appeals to us to ask ourselves not
only what masks and camouflage we wear, but to challenge the society that demands that we do
so in order to achieve own socio-economic agency. What mask are you wearing right now?
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